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Five years ago, Jenifer Estess was in her prime—
dating, working out and putting in long hours as a
theater producer. But then the unthinkable hap-
pened: While walking up to a date's apartment,
the 35-year-old Estess found herself barely able
to climb the stairs. In March 1997, she was
diagnosed with a fatal motor-neuron disease—
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), or Lou Gehrig's
disease. After a month, Estess could barely lift a
cup of coffee. Within five years, she was told, her
motor neurons would gradually stop working,
robbing her of any muscular movement and
eventually paralyzing her lungs. There was no
treatment, let alone a cure.

But instead of accepting her death sentence,
Estess—together with sisters Valerie and Meredith
and friend Julianne Hoffenberg—launched Project
ALS, a foundation with a mission to stamp out the
deadly disease. With $10 million raised to date,
Project ALS has gone in hot pursuit of a cure, bringing
together neurological scientists from Johns Hopkins
and Harvard to test the effectiveness of controver-
sial stem cell therapies on brain diseases like ALS.
In late July, the team reported a stunning break-
through: Formerly paralyzed mice were able to
move after doctors implanted stem cells in their
spinal cords, “That's my proudest moment,” Estess
says. "l know this research might be too late for me,
but future generations will have hope—and I'm
lucky | could give it to them." —LISA COHEN LEE




