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“I guess you could say Rachel [Bertsche] had me at ‘Hello’—I found myself totally invested in her honest, earnest, oftentimes hilarious quest for meaningful female friendship. Whether you’re actively seeking a ‘BFF’ yourself or simply recognize the value in making quality connections with other women, MWF Seeking BFF underscores the profound rewards we women stand to reap when we simply open up, reach out to one another, and go for it. A smart, fun, and inspiring page-turner that will surely resonate.”
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INTRODUCTION

I’ll always remember the episode of Friends when Jennifer Aniston went from cute-enough girl next door to oh-my-God-I-want-her-body hot. The very scene, in fact.

I barely remember my first kiss. I have no memory of receiving my first paycheck. But Jennifer Aniston’s sculpted arms? They seared themselves into my brain.

It was the season after the London wedding that wasn’t, when Rachel realized she still loved Ross. During the episode in question (“The One with All the Kissing”), Rachel put Monica in charge of all her decisions. In this particular scene, the friends were in the hallway, fighting over whether Rachel should admit her feelings to Ross. She was wearing a strapless, pale yellow dress with embroidered flowers. It wrapped around her like a sausage casing, barely leaving room to breathe. Jennifer’s was a body that the treadmill and Zone Diet built. It said: “I’ve overhauled my body and I look damn good. I worked for these toned arms, this ripped back, these hot legs, and I’m going to flaunt them.”

Every time I see that scene (fairly often, thanks to constant reruns) my gaze shifts to my own arms. Why can’t you be more like hers?

Yes, I speak to my biceps.

Perhaps I sound more like the men who worship at the Aniston altar, the ones who voted her “Sexiest Woman of All Time” in Men’s Health and named her GQ’s inaugural Woman of the Year, than a straight female who considers Taylor Kitsch circa Friday Night Lights the pinnacle of sexy. But as women, we seem to check out our own kind more than men do. We’re constantly, and certainly to our detriment, comparing ourselves to the bodies in magazines or on TV, at the gym, even in the office.

And if there’s anyone we compare ourselves to most, it’s Ms. Aniston. According to the 2012 Hollywood’s Hottest Looks survey, an annual poll conducted by two L.A. plastic surgeons, Jennifer’s body is America’s most coveted. A 2011 Fitness magazine poll found the same thing—34 percent of respondents said Jen’s was the body they most wanted for themselves. In her twenty years in the spotlight, Jennifer has gone from 25-year-old cute and lovable Friend to 45-year-old sex symbol. She was a bit rounder when she first appeared on-screen, her hair slightly less shiny; but over the next decade, she went from TV newbie to capital S mega-Star—the namesake of a haircut (sure, it was named for her character, but those layers framed Jennifer’s face), the wife of Brad Pitt (and then, of course, not anymore), and the magazine cover girl guaranteed to fly off the shelves.

This before-our-very-eyes evolution made Jennifer the pinnacle of Everywoman’s affections. Her glow, that aura of The Life, feels—almost—for just a split second, attainable. Because we know she was once a tad more regular, and she feels like an old friend, and we watched her become who she is today. In that one yellow-embroidered-dress moment, she went from regular to luminary, and America’s obsession kicked in.

If she could do it, maybe we could, too.

I saw Jen once. It was 2006, and she was arriving for an appearance on The Late Show. I worked in New York City at the time, across the street from David Letterman’s studio. My coworkers used to run downstairs to stand on 53rd Street and watch celebrities arrive. We wouldn’t go for just anyone, of course. We were New Yorkers, thank​you​very​much, not tourists—too good, we thought, to stand outside for a mere Kirsten Dunst or Toby Maguire. My friend once stayed late to see Tom Cruise pull up. Not me. I waited along the security gate for one person and one person only. Jennifer. She wore a black button-down shirt and black mini-shorts and heels. She had some serious legs, a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by me or by Dave. Before he even said hello on that night’s episode, he told her: “You have tremendous legs. Fantastic legs.”

In the decade since Friends went off the air, Jennifer’s status has only gotten greater. “When Aniston transitioned to Movie Star, those TV eyeballs came with her,” writes journalist Mickey Rapkin in a 2011 Elle profile. “Her body, a potent advertisement for the dual cocktail of Pilates and hard-earned confidence, quickly became the ideal for American women everywhere.”

And if she isn’t your ideal, some other celebrity probably is. Last week I heard a woman tell a friend that she fired her trainer because he was making her lift too many weights. “I said I wanted to be Eva Longoria,” she said. “Does Eva Longoria have bulky arms?”

We want Eva’s arms. Jennifer’s legs. The Affleck-Garner marriage. Sarah Jessica’s style. And it’d be great if we could cook and master cleanse like Gwyneth, herd our six (six!) kids through the airport like Angelina, and keep a stellar career afloat like, well, all of them.

Celebrity culture has become an ever-present beast over the past two decades—a twenty-four-hour stalk-fest that enables me to click through an eighteen-photo slideshow of Reese Witherspoon’s body evolution, complete with a “Zoom In” feature—so it’s hard not to be consumed with achieving celeb levels of perfection. Or supposed perfection.

Here’s the reality: My life, while far from perfect, is good. Great, even. I’m healthy. I have a husband I love dearly who loves me back. Wonderful friends. A supportive family who, aside from the occasional nagging phone call, doesn’t drive me too crazy. I’ve got a steady career that allows me to be my own boss and work from a coffee shop around the corner.

And yet, when I spot a picture of Heidi Klum walking down the street with daughter in one hand, Marc Jacobs bag in the other, and summer scarf tied in that effortlessly cool what-this-old-thing? manner, my first thought is this: “Rachel, get your act together.”

I’ve gained seventeen pounds since I got married three years ago. My house is constantly a mess and no matter how many times I clean my room and say “this time for good!” it’s messy within hours. I haven’t woken up with my alarm in approximately nine months and I think I might actually have a disabling television addiction. I spend the majority of my days dressed in some combination of pajamas and exercise clothes, which are more often than not interchangeable.

I’m not exactly the picture of perfection.

Wait, what’s that? Nobody’s perfect, you say?

But what about Jennifer?

I kid, I kid. Sort of. I understand that even the Goddess Aniston doesn’t exactly have it made. There was the whole Brad-and-Angelina thing, after all. And Heidi Klum nursed a pretty public divorce under that winning smile and effortlessly cool scarf. They’ve certainly had hard times. And yet these A-listers seem to have that “strength in adversity” image down cold. It’s as if that $265 Crème de la Mer face cream actually equips them to weather a storm more resolutely than the rest of us. When I have a truly bad day, I cry in public, often to the awkward discomfort of the Chicago El passengers around me. When Heidi Klum has a rough month, when her iron-clad marriage falls apart for the world to see, she simply muses to the media, “Sometimes I think a curve-ball just comes at you.… With my life, my family, my business—I want to go forward.”

Perhaps there is actual wisdom infused in those jars of moisturizer.

Here’s the thing about celebrities: It doesn’t matter to us if their personal lives are perfect or not. No one actually expects to go through life without a couple of bumps and bruises. But aside from the Lindsay Lohans of the world, who seem to ping-pong between rehab and jail, our A-listers hide their troubles so well. They might lose a loved one, or a job, and you’ll see those trials in the headlines, but never on their faces. No matter what’s going on behind the scenes (and how are we Average Janes to know what happens behind closed doors?) they still embody that image of perfection.

And we still want to be just like them.

Because as life gets more hectic and schedules get crazier, these are the people who seem to have it all together. Even when they’re Just Like Us, pushing grocery carts or kids on swings, they have the glow of those who’ve got life figured out. And that’s all us regular folk want. To have it under control. To appear perfect, if not actually be perfect.

Or maybe we’ve become so inundated with the images of outward perfection—photo spreads of Eva Longoria’s shoe-lined closets, the impeccably dressed Beckham clan—that People readers everywhere think we’re dropping the ball.

It’s a chicken-or-the-egg issue. Do we obsess over celebrities because we want to be perfect? Or do we want to be perfect because we obsess over celebrities?

There’s no way to be sure. Recent research has shown perfectionism to be an issue of genetics. One study found that identical twins are more similar than fraternal twins in terms of how much they idolize celebrity bodies, which would make this tendency more nature than nurture. But it can’t all be hereditary, unless every woman I know—and plenty of men—shares this same gene. And perfectionism comes in degrees. Mine, I think, is fairly mild, and seems to emerge only when I’m comparing myself with other people. I don’t need to make my bed with hospital corners (or at all), and I’m willing to be seen in public wearing a slightly wrinkled shirt. It’s only when I see images of those who I deem “better” that I start to feel inadequate, as if I should really be a much-improved version of myself.

Other research finds that celebrities don’t necessarily promote perfectionism, but instead help people build their own self-images. We create imagined relationships with stars to form the blueprint of who we want to be. Take Zara, a participant in a University of Arkansas, Fayetteville study on these relationships. According to the researchers: “Zara labeled different aspects of herself as ‘goof-ball,’ ‘wanting to study,’ ‘positive,’ and ‘old-fashioned,’ and she relied upon different celebrities—singer and X Factor judge Nicole Scherzinger (goofball); Emma Watson, ‘Hermione’ in the Harry Potter films (wanting to study); Victoria’s Secret model Miranda Kerr (positive self); and Kate Middleton, Duchess of Cambridge (old-fashioned)—to execute and move between these various identities.”

I do the same thing, and while these celebrities should be a source of inspiration, they often become a point of comparison instead. Once I’ve connected a part of my identity with a celebrity, I can’t help but hold myself to that standard. You can label yourself as “positive like Miranda Kerr,” but once you decide you must be as positive as Miranda Kerr, or as proper as Kate Middleton, you’re demanding a lot.

The root of our perfectionism—the chicken or the egg—is hardly the point. These days, perfection and celebrity go hand in hand, whether we’re talking about Jennifer or Martha Stewart or anyone in between. Magazines, twenty-four-hour entertainment channels, blogs, even the A-listers themselves, thrive on the celeb-perfection connection. Every day, pop culture sells us on the idea that both roads lead to happiness.

If I’m perfect, or at least more perfect, and if I live like the rich and famous, maybe I’ll have complete life satisfaction.

Our rational sides reject this notion, but deep down we wonder. And we try our best to be a little bit more fabulous, just in case.

Or, at least, I certainly do.
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Which brings me to this book.

Lately I’ve been feeling the opposite of perfect, or together, or A-list anything. As I write this, I’m unshowered in a sports bra, a ratty coral sweatshirt, and leggings that cut off at the calf (a big-time Tim Gunn no-no: Leggings are not pants! Nothing should land mid-calf!). I’d planned on working out but got caught up and no longer have time today. Caught up in writing, yes, but also reading recaps of The Voice and eavesdropping on the five-year-old at the café table next to me who just declared that 98 and 7 are her favorite numbers.

The amount of times I’ve made the internal and sweeping declaration that “Today will be different! I will finally get my life together!” is embarrassing, and it seems that every day I say it, my resolve somehow gets weaker. I splurge on a croissant, I switch on a DVR’d episode of Parenthood at noon, I leave the house, again, sans under-eye concealer.

Each small decision, alone, wouldn’t be that big of a deal. But the choices build on themselves, one leading to the next, collectively causing me to feel completely off my game. So I have to wonder if the opposite is true. If opting to wear sweats and skip exercise can make an otherwise solid existence feel totally scattered, can wearing adorable jean shorts, gladiator sandals, aviator sunglasses, and a T-shirt with that just-right fit (see: every picture ever of Halle Berry at the grocery store) make me feel like everything’s in check?

I’ve been toying with the idea of trying to imitate a celebrity for a while now. Not actually impersonating a star, or having plastic surgery to make me look like Jennifer or Angelina (Octomom, much?), but what if I did my research, reading about how these women work out, eat, sleep, dress, meditate, chase kids around to burn calories (because isn’t that how they all claim to keep fit?), carve out time for family, and keep each pair of shoes in a clear plastic box with a picture on the outside for easy styling? And what if I actually did those things, too? Would I finally “get my life together,” that nebulous concept that I figure, like porn, you know when you see it?

I’m not the first to consider emulating the celebrity good life in hopes of gaining higher life satisfaction. Take haircuts alone. Before there was The Rachel, there was The Farrah. And the most recent popular cut, The Blake Lively, is no different. “It’s aspirational hair,” one salon owner told The New York Times. “[Clients] don’t just want the hair, they want the life.”

There’s research out there that says a manageable amount of celebrity adoration can actually be good for you. A 2008 study found that, in individuals with low self-esteem, merely thinking about a favorite celebrity could bring a confidence boost. “Because people form bonds in their mind with their favorite celebrities, they are able to assimilate the celebrity’s characteristics in themselves and feel better about themselves when they think about that celebrity,” Shira Gabriel, coauthor of the study, told Time. So if I think about Jennifer a lot, if I try to adopt some of her “characteristics”—wicked sense of humor! Yoga-induced calm! Tremendous legs!—I might feel like my own life is pulled together that much more. (You have to be careful though: Spiral too deep into the pit of tabloid obsession and you could find yourself plagued with Celebrity Worship Syndrome, downright addicted to gossip. It’s a real condition: A celebaholic. Or something.)

The idea is that I’ll stop flipping the pages of InStyle to see the fabulous and expensive clothes I can’t afford, and use it instead as an inspiration manual. A regular vision board. Celebrity profiles could be lesson plans. I’ll never have the means to buy a $3,000 handbag, but I can probably find an imitation. I can’t hire a chef to whip me up a green smoothie, but I can throw some kale and ice in a blender.

In the pie of life, we each weigh the slices differently. Yes, I might put off work by checking out Jennifer’s abs and mentally superimposing them onto my own, but I have friends who’d happily accept some extra belly flab if it meant they could throw the perfect dinner party or land on someone’s—anyone’s—best-dressed list.

We each have our hang-ups, but my parents taught me I could have it all. I’m pretty sure the “all” they were referring to consisted of family, career, and personal life, but as I grew up, inundated equally with messages from the women’s movement and celebrity culture, my “all” became even more encompassing. It’s the blessing and curse of my generation. We believe we can have it all, and are willing to work for it, but “all” is the family, the career, the personal life, the body, the clothes, the poise. We don’t just want to conquer the world, we want to look amazing while doing it.

So I’m going to try. I’ll tackle my life one celebrity at a time. Starting, of course, with Jennifer’s body. If I adopt her fitness and diet routine as my own, maybe I can achieve her fresh-faced forever-young irresistible look. I’ll take on Gwyneth Paltrow’s kitchen, Sarah Jessica Parker’s style, and Tina Fey’s work ethic. I’ll try the Garner-Affleck marriage on for size (their matching Red Sox hats have always made me wonder: Does the couple that watches sports together stay together?), and imitate Julia Roberts’s serenity. To cap it all off, I’ll emulate Beyoncé’s, um, everything.

Eventually, I’ll have collected my very own guidelines for living the good life. A meditation from Julia here, a joke from Tina there.

I can think of worse ways to live.

If I do all these things, if I use everything at my disposal to at least imitate the lifestyles of the rich and famous, will I, too, give off that glow of the have-it-all-together? And if I appear together, will I actually, suddenly, feel together?

In other words, if I appear perfect, will I feel perfect? And will I be a happier person for it?

That’s what I’m determined to find out.


CHAPTER ONE

JENNIFER ANISTON’S BODY


“My advice: just stop eating shit every day.”

—Harper’s Bazaar UK




“I work out almost every day, at least five or six days a week.”

—InStyle




“I’ve said it so many times: I’m going to have children. I just know it.”

—Vogue



The simple act of preparing to be Jennifer Aniston is hard work. Before I dive into my research, I make a list of the words I associate with everyone’s favorite superstar. It reads as follows:


Funny

Legs

Yoga

Forties

Running



Not so impressive.

I need to ramp up my knowledge before diving into my new lifestyle, so for the next twenty-four hours I pore over Jen-related research. GQ, Vogue, Vanity Fair, Entertainment Weekly, Rolling Stone, Architectural Digest, Elle, InStyle, Fitness, People, Marie Claire, Self, Esquire, Good Housekeeping. With these magazines and more, plus TV and radio interviews, I read about fifty profiles and watch or listen to nearly twenty clips.

Ground rules have been set: I’ll only accept as truth the words that have come out of Jen’s mouth. Despite tabloid rumors that she has tested all-cucumber or baby-food-only diets, I won’t be incorporating those into my meal plan. I also won’t be spending $20,000 on new lighting in my home because 1) that’s insane and 2) just because Us Weekly reported it doesn’t mean it’s true.

Exceptions to the horse’s-mouth rule will be quotes from Jen-approved sources. Her trainer Mandy Ingber. Her private chefs, Jill and Jewels Elmore. Her bestie, Courteney Cox. Jen has publicly confirmed these relationships, so I figure they’ve got no reason to lie.

After this daylong Aniston deep dive, my overall sense of the star, of what it takes to assume her level of fabulousness, is more well rounded. If you read enough profiles, you get to know a person. Or, I should say, you think you do. If the writer does his job, you begin to understand the subject’s personality. Her demeanor. Her clothes. Her habits.

I’ve learned that Jen curses a lot, that she wears black more than any other color but considers herself a T-shirt-and-jeans kind of girl. She eats well and works out a ton (duh), though she doesn’t seem anxious to give in to America’s incessant hunger for every detail of her regimen. She seems tough. Not mean, but not warm-and-fuzzy, either. Guarded, independent, strong. She’s able to both laugh at herself and stand up for herself. I feel as if we could be friends, but also that Jen might have little patience for me. She seems confident and self-assured, and she might not be smitten with a pal who’s working so desperately to find nirvana that she’s resorted to simply copying other people, no matter how well intentioned that copying may be.

The recurring theme in each article, be it from 1996 or 2013, is that Jen is America’s BFF, the girl next door, the relatable one. This image really exploded in 2005, when she and husband Brad Pitt split up. Suddenly Jennifer was the woman scorned, and Team Aniston worked its way into common vernacular.

We identified with her because she, like so many of us, got hurt by a man. We idolized her because she became an even better—funnier, hotter, more confident—version of herself in the face of that hurt. And now we cheer for her as she lives out her fairy-tale ending—the handsome new fiancé, the blinding engagement ring, the happier-than-ever glow.

The reality of the Jennifer Aniston story is unclear—we’ll never know how much of the whole love-triangle saga is true and how much of the narrative was created by the media—but we’ve adopted it as truth, and we follow it as if we’re attending to the dramas of our very closest pal.

Other nuggets from an education in Aniston: She believes in the power of girlfriends (as opposed to her supposed rival, Angelina Jolie, who has said repeatedly that she doesn’t have female friends), she smoked (but quit recently), she’s totally fine with seminude photos (with a bod like that, who can blame her?), and she loves Mexican food and dirty martinis, though probably not together. There are some New Age hippie undertones to many of her musings, but just enough to make her sound laid-back and peaceful rather than kooky.

By the end of the day I’m excited to embark on this new lifestyle. If the photos from a 2008 Vogue article tell us anything, it’s that Jennifer hit her peak at 40. I’m 30, and reading these profiles has me extra excited about the ten years ahead. Of being 43, she once told the CBS Morning Show: “I feel like I’m 30. I honestly didn’t start to feel my best until I was in my 30s. Physically, I started eating better and taking better care of my body.” And even though it’s the kind of stock sound bite you might hear from any “aging” Hollywood actress, I believe it. Despite all the money, power, and fame Jen has that I never will, her words make me feel like I, too, might be heading into my best decade.

This strange combination—A-list mega-star who still feels totally relatable—is the most interesting thing about Jen. Dreamworks CEO Stacey Snider said it best in that Vogue story: “She’s special enough to be somewhat unattainable but real enough that you can imagine a friendship, which is why you pursue her.… There’s something so pretty and sunny and winning about her. You bask in the reflection of her goldenness.”

An admission: This day spent researching—“Celebrity Eve” you might call it—could also be called my “Farewell to Food.” When I concocted the idea of trying to live like a celebrity, it sounded fun and glamorous. Now that I have a better sense of what it means to get Jennifer Aniston’s shape, I’m not so sure that “fun” is the word I’d use to describe it. I have days of dieting and working out ahead of me. Until then, I want to be sure I’ve tasted everything that Jennifer Aniston perhaps never has. A sticky bun for breakfast, a tomato and mozzarella with pesto sandwich for lunch (full fat dairy!), Chinese food (sesame chicken and veggie moo shu) for dinner, cupcake for dessert. It feels a bit like the night before the contestants go on The Biggest Loser, knowing that months of salmon and kale lie ahead. It also sort of grosses me out, and gives me the extra boost I need to dive into this endeavor.

With my final calorie binge behind me, I’m ready to chase the Jennifer Aniston lifestyle, specifically her hot body. If my goal for this project is to improve my overall existence—to go from unstructured scatterbrain to in-control, confident, happy, life-conquerer—I should start with my most basic possession, my physical self. It’s not just about having Jennifer’s lean legs and cut arms (though I’ll take two of each, please), it’s also about feeling healthy. Part of the reason I’ve had trouble living the life I want lately is because I haven’t had the energy, so I’m ready to make some changes.

Let me explain. Nine months ago, I lost my job. I worked at the website for a TV show that went off the air, and a large majority of my department got the boot. The layoffs weren’t a surprise, since we knew the show was ending, so I had planned for my officeless future. Or so I thought.

Careerwise, my preparation paid off. I knew I wanted to pursue full-time writing when the job was over, so I had started making contacts, pitching stories, and getting assignments. By the time I lost my steady paycheck, I felt confident that some money would roll in, and that I might actually be able to make a living out of doing what I love.

But I didn’t plan for the lack of routine. For the past eight years I got up at the same time, went into an office, and planned errands and workouts and dates with friends around the forty-hour workweek. When that lifestyle changed, I was pretty excited. Working out during the day! No more battling weekend crowds for groceries! Daily productivity … in pajamas!

As it turns out, the whole work-from-home thing is a blessing and a curse. On the days when I get up on time, put on jeans, and go to the coffee shop near my apartment, it’s an incredible gift. On the days when I snooze two hours past my alarm, forget to turn the lights on until 4 P.M., and don’t get around to showering, it’s, well, less than incredible. That’s when I feel like a mess, like someone paralyzed by a lack of structure, someone who can’t get anything done.

A few years ago, before I got married, I was the queen of routine. I woke up at 6:30 every morning, grabbed my exercise clothes and bagged lunch, and drove to the gym. I ran for forty-five minutes, usually five miles, and did sixty push-ups before heading to work. I spent my days in the office, and evenings with my husband, Matt, or friends or Law & Order: SVU. The repetitive nature of my life could be boring, for sure, but I rarely felt adrift. Then Matt and I got married and those five workouts a week turned into two or three, if that. When I became my own boss, I had just as much work to do, but a harder time getting myself in front of a desk to actually do it. A set schedule went by the wayside. The flexibility of my new lifestyle, complete with the ability to sleep through an alarm or work in my sweats, reinforced a general lethargy that affected my every day.

Which is how I ended up here.

Nine months later I feel like I’m constantly playing catch-up—my day should have started earlier, my house should be cleaner, my inbox should be more organized, and my meals should be less processed.

I know what you’re thinking: You have a husband you love, a career you always wanted, you’re healthy and you’re happy and you’re complaining about … oversleeping? High-class problems.

But I’m not alone. In her book Be Happy Without Being Perfect: How to Break Free from the Perfection Deception, Dr. Alice Domar writes about the pressure women put on themselves to get everything right. “Whether or not we work outside the home, we hear little voices—from ourselves, from society—reminding us of what we ‘should’ be. From the minute we drag ourselves out of bed in the morning till the minute we fall asleep at night, we are inundated with messages that tell us we should be thin, beautiful, successful, and sexy while being exceptional parents, supportive spouses, superlative employees, and cheerful volunteers. Oh, and we’re supposed to get restaurant-quality Thanksgiving dinner for twenty-three people on the table without breaking a sweat. So, despite all the progress we’ve made, perfectionism is holding us back.”

Compared to some of Dr. Domar’s more extreme patients—women who feel like failures because they keep a cluttered closet or order too much takeout—my own perfectionist tendencies are pretty lax. I don’t yet have kids to feel guilty about leaving with a sitter and I can always go to bed no matter how many dishes are in the sink (just ask my husband). I’ll never offer to host Thanksgiving and I don’t mind asking for help when I need it. But I’m someone who dreams of a life where everything has its place. I’d like to cross an errand off my to-do list, and make my bed, and cook for my husband, and run five miles, and chat on the phone with long-distance friends, and see local friends, and meditate, and drink forty-eight fluid ounces of water, and write at least one thousand words, and read forty pages, and get eight hours of sleep … Every. Single. Day.

I’m no therapist, so I don’t know if these desires qualify me as a “normal” perfectionist (“striving for reasonable and realistic standards that leads to a sense of self-satisfaction and enhanced self-esteem”) or a “neurotic” one (“a tendency to strive for excessively high standards … motivated by fears of failure and concern about disappointing others”). Probably somewhere in between. I doubt the standards I strive for are always reasonable or realistic, but I’m not afraid of failing at said goals, either. I’ve failed at them plenty—never have I come close to crossing off all the items on my wish list—and I’ve gotten by. Dr. Domar warns that perfectionism is bad for a woman’s mental state. We are constantly striving for the impossible, falling short, and beating ourselves up about it, she says. Research backs her up. One 2007 study found that perfectionists are at a greater risk for mental distress, and that the condition is often at the root of issues like depression and addiction. But the reason I want to tackle all the items on that laundry list—the cooking and the running and the reading—is because I really do believe it will make me happy. I picture myself going to sleep in a previously unknown state of Zen, in which I can rest easy knowing I’ve done everything I set out to do. Research says otherwise, but sometimes I can’t shake the feeling that checkmarks on the to-do list pave the road to happiness.

My emotional self is clearly at odds with my rational self, the one that buys into science and studies. But here’s what I do know: I’m in the company of millions of women across the country, all of whom are trying to get a firm grasp on every moving part in the orbit of their lives.

Before I even launch my pursuit to live Jennifer’s life, I’m faced with one minor catch. I don’t have Jennifer’s money. She has a personal trainer, private chef, hairstylist, and probably a wardrobe stylist, too. I canceled my gym membership when I lost my job and cook about once a month, instead opting for frozen Trader Joe’s meals that I tell my mother-in-law I “prepare.”

To be Jennifer Aniston you need access to a gym. The one near my apartment—with the hardest classes in Chicago and trainers who already have Jen-caliber bodies—costs $195 a month. And so, after trying out a class a few weeks back, I approached the front desk.

“Do you guys have any plans to do a Groupon?” I asked the studio’s owner.

“We don’t,” she said. We had chatted when I first signed up, so she knew my employment situation. “You were just laid off, right?”

“Yup. Which means I have plenty of time to work out,” I said. “But less money to work out with.”

She smiled a that-sucks-but-there’s-nothing-I-can-do smile.

“Maybe you need someone to work the front desk?” I asked.

“You want desk hours? Could you watch kids?” She nodded to the Kids Club, the studio’s version of child care.

“Um, sure,” I said. I was a babysitter once. Fifteen years ago, but no matter. I’m 30. I can watch a kid or two for an hour. “Would I get discounted classes?”

She told me the job paid $12 an hour plus a free membership.

And that’s how I ended up, just last week, fielding a four-year-old’s request to wipe his poop.

As gym babysitter, I’ve had up to nine kids in my care at once, with ages ranging anywhere from six weeks to ten years. But last week there were only three of us: Me, four-year-old Charlie, and six-year-old Sam. We spent the majority of the hour playing Wii. Until Charlie needed to use the bathroom.

“Okay, I’ll take you,” I said.

Five minutes later he was still in there.

“Charlie? Everything okay?” I asked.

“Yup. I’m done.”

“Okay, then clean up and come on out,” I said.

Three more minutes passed. Nothing.

“Charlie? You good?”

“Yup, I’m done,” he said.

“Do you know how to wipe and come out?”

“Yes.”

Another three minutes.

“Charlie?”

“I need help,” he said. “Can you wipe my poop?” I’m not particularly interested in touching a small child’s behind until I have one of my own. But that wasn’t my only concern. For starters, how much help is appropriate when you’re an adult with a small boy you’ve just met? I’m just trying to get free gym classes here. I’ve seen enough very special episodes of Diff’rent Strokes to know that you’ve got to be careful when touching small children.

This would never happen to Jennifer.

In the end I went to the owner, who has three kids herself, and she took over wiping duties. “If kids ever need help in the bathroom, feel free,” she tells me. “You’re okay to wipe.”

Yippee.

So now I have a gym membership. I also have access to Jennifer’s personal yoga instructor and private chefs. As it turns out, being the “personal” anything to Jennifer Aniston is a direct route to fame and fortune. Or at least press and publication. Yoga instructor Mandy Ingber became one of Hollywood’s most coveted celebrity trainers after she and Jennifer did a spread together for Self magazine. These days she’s all over the fitness magazines, talking about how great Jen is at tree pose, or how she grunts in plank. I downloaded Ingber’s “Yogalosophy” DVD, which includes a 26-second intro from Ms. Aniston herself, for only $14.95. That’s cheaper than a single drop-in class at my usual yoga spot, so I feel good about it. Celebrity access on a budget will hopefully be a recurring theme this year.

Like Ingber, sisters Jill and Jewels Elmore used their connection to Jen to build a brand. And like Yogalosophy, their first cookbook, The Family Chef, includes an Aniston intro. Before she met Jewels and Jill, Jen writes, her diet consisted of “prepackaged Zone meals, overcooked takeout and scrounging for the occasional piece of cheese.” Her private chefs taught her “how to nourish [her] body with real food—food that’s truly and naturally life sustaining and delicious.” I can’t exactly hire the Elmore sisters to fly out to Chicago and cook for me, so instead I shell out $25.15 for the cookbook. If I can’t have Jen’s chefs, at least I can have their recipes.

Armed with a yoga DVD, a cookbook, a zillion celebrity profiles, and a Google alert to let me know if any big Aniston-related news breaks, I’m basically a mini-Jen (or maxi-Jen, I guess, since I’ve probably got twenty-five pounds on her). I’ve even put together some guidelines, an easy reference sheet to keep track of how Ms. Aniston lives according to the woman herself.


•  Exercise: Forty minutes of cardio five or six days a week—spinning, running, elliptical, or a combination of all three. Pilates one day a week. Yoga three days a week. Eight-pound weights for travel. (Jen does arm exercises during long phone calls or TV watching.)

•  Diet: Fish, quinoa, lentils, and green vegetables. Coffee, dairy, wine, dirty martinis. Four sport bottles of SmartWater a day. Diet Coke. Omega Cure liquid fish oil and resveratrol. Avoid fried food for the most part. Indulgence: Mexican food.

•  Fashion: Go-to classy: Jeans, a great wedge, a beautiful blouse, and a blazer. Go-to casual: Comfy pants, flip-flops, T-shirt. Colors: black, nude, gray/silver.



So there it is. The Jennifer Aniston Manual, as evidenced by my research. I’ll probably lean into the lifestyle—working out six days a week, often twice a day, is something I’ll have to work up to. It’s a time-consuming endeavor. You have more free hours to exercise when looking good is your job, but I still have to do the whole making-a-living thing during the day, so I’ll do my best. Same with the food and water. Hydration is a big problem for me—I meet my daily liquid quota with Diet Coke, a fact I’m not proud of. I’m glad to read that Jennifer is a bit of an addict, too—“It’s the monkey on my back,” she has said—so I don’t have to give up soda, but water would be a good addition.

Overall, I’ve developed three Aniston mantras as I embark on my quest: Get moving every day. When in doubt, wear a neutral. And, my personal favorite
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