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I was born on January 15, 1997 in Brno, Czech Republic, a city infamous for its comically-
shaped astronomical clock. Neither of my parents are astronomers or scientists, but my mother
frequently took my brother and me to various public astronomy events in Brno. One of my
earliest memories is a visit to the local planetarium, where we watched a movie about Pluto
and received a booklet about the (back then) 9 planets of the solar system.

In 2004, my family immigrated to the United States. I did most of my schooling there, but
my parents sent my brother and me back to the Czech Republic every summer to live with my
grandparents. Eager to explore our new home, my parents also took my brother and me on road
trips across the US, during which we visited the Kennedy and Johnson NASA centers. These
visits cemented my early fascination with space, but this was only one of my many childhood
obsessions — besides an affinity for science (especially chemistry), I also loved writing, visual
art, music (I played the clarinet), and theater. As I grew older, I found myself approaching,
with increasing stress, a critical crossroads: should I pursue a career in science, or the arts?
Encouraged by the support of my high school science teachers, excellent performances in
chemistry classes, and an internal pull, I enrolled in a chemistry BS with a physics minor at
a college near my family, Kennesaw State University, in fall 2015. Simultaneously, I worked
for my family’s wedding photography business as a photographer’s assistant, photo editor, and
wedding album designer. I resolved to maintain high class loads each semester so that I could
graduate early and save on college fees. I also worked various jobs throughout, including
supplemental chemistry instructor, grocery store cake decorator, and waitress at a French café.

In my second freshman semester, I was eager to start applying the concepts I was learning
in my classes to hands-on research. I approached Prof. Dr. Heather Abbott-Lyon to ask to
join her research group in astrochemistry, which sounded like a perfect topic for my interests.
Heather immediately put me to work, getting me trained on the ultrahigh vacuum (UHV)
equipment in her lab. KSU had no chemistry PhD students or postdocs, so undergrads like
me (and occasional master’s students) ran the show in the lab. While such conditions are not
optimal for a lab’s productivity and output, I believe they are optimal for young students to
develop an early sense of independence and empowerment. The Abbott Lab was also a part of
the Center for Chemical Evolution (CCE), a consortium of groups from multiple universities
studying the chemical origins of life. Being a CCE member gave me the opportunity to go on
research visits to other labs at Georgia Tech and University of South Florida, where I worked
with PhD students and postdocs and got a taste of what graduate school was like.

I quickly fell in love with research, astrochemistry, and UHV science, and I decided early
on that I wanted to continue such research in graduate school. One of the first people I met
in the Abbott Lab was a master’s student, Danna Qasim, who went on to pursue a PhD in
the Laboratory for Astrophysics (LfA) in Leiden University. Danna stayed in touch with me
after leaving KSU, and after hearing from her what the LfA was like, I decided to make it
my goal to work there one day. However, I also wanted to apply for US citizenship once
I became eligible in 2018, and the application required that I continuously lived in the US
until I was naturalized. So I devised a plan: I would apply for citizenship at the end of my
bachelor’s, get a US master’s degree while waiting for naturalization, and then apply for a
PhD in Leiden. In the meantime, I worked hard to become the perfect LfA PhD candidate.
I spent every semester doing research in the lab, worked as a paid research assistant every
summer, received several research awards and stipends, and presented at conferences all over
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the US, including the Origins of Life Gordon Research Conference in 2018 thanks to a kind
invite from CCE collaborator Prof. Dr. Matthew Pasek. I graduated with my BS after 3 years
and spent what would have been my final BS year employed as a technician in the Abbott lab.

I filed my application for US citizenship the day I became eligible in November 2018.
Around this time, Danna introduced me to Dr. Christopher Bennett at the University of Cen-
tral Florida, who was looking for graduate students for his new astrochemistry lab. Chris was
supportive of my plan and encouraged me to apply to the UCF PhD program and then mas-
ter out, which would give me a flexible graduation timeline and a better stipend that would
allow me to study without needing outside income. So in fall 2019, I entered UCF as a PhD
student in physics on the planetary sciences track. In Chris’s lab, I worked on a variety of
projects, including electron irradiation of cosmic ice analogs and designing a UHV chamber
for simulating space weathering of carbonaceous asteroids. Under the latter project, I applied
for the NASA FINESST grant, one of the few NASA opportunities available to non-US citi-
zen graduate students, and was awarded it. I also fell in love with Chris’s other PhD student,
Brian Ferrari (now my husband). Brian was supportive of my dream to go to Leiden and ex-
pressed interest in mastering out with me, but I figured there was little chance of two LfA PhD
positions being open simultaneously and thus tabled my dream in favor of us being together.

In November 2020, I was finally naturalized as a US citizen. Then, in the spring of 2021,
we heard the Leiden LfA was hiring two new PhDs. Given the timing, it seemed like a sign,
so Brian and I reached out to Prof. Dr. Harold Linnartz to apply. He told us the positions
had just been filled, but that another PhD position had opened for a combined laboratory and
observational project to be co-supervised with Prof. Dr. Ewine van Dishoeck, along with
an additional PhD opening in the theoretical chemistry group. Ultimately, we were offered
and accepted these positions. During my final summer at UCF, I traveled to the University of
Lille in France to work with Dr. Claire Pirim on a project analyzing PAHs in carbonaceous
chondrite meteorites with a state-of-the-art two-step laser mass spectrometry setup. This work
resulted in my first first-author publication, submitted right after I received my master’s.

In January 2022, three weeks after the JWST launch, I fulfilled my dream and arrived
in the Leiden LfA to conduct a PhD using laboratory and JWST data to analyze the chemical
composition of interstellar ices. The PhD was co-supervised by Harold, Ewine, and eventually
Dr. Ko-Ju Chuang following Harold’s untimely passing in December 2023. Over the past four
years, I have worked on a variety of experimental and observational projects that culminated
in 5 first-author publications, 2 of which had accompanying press releases, and 20 co-author
publications. I conducted experiments on the IRASIS setup and modified it in my final year
to include a UV lamp and a quartz crystal microbalance. I learned how to propose for and
analyze JWST observations and was awarded 36 total hours as PI of two JWST programs in
cycles 3 and 4. [ was a member of multiple JWST observing teams including JOYS+, IPA, and
HEFE, and worked closely with external collaborators, including Dr. John Tobin at NRAO
and Dr. Adwin Boogert at the University of Hawai’i at Manoa, whom I visited on a 2-week
research trip. I presented my work in conferences and seminars in the Netherlands, Denmark,
Germany, Italy, Spain, and 5 US states. I was also a teaching assistant for the Astronomical
Spectroscopy course for 3 semesters and supervised the lab research projects of 4 bachelor
students and 3 high school students. Following my defense, I will return to the US to explore
the chemical links between interstellar and planetary ices as a Caltech Center for Comparative
Planetary Evolution (3CPE) Postdoctoral Fellow with Prof. Dr. Michael Brown.
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