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    Lipstick



    


    It took her several days to realize that she’d been wearing another woman’s lipstick.


    M had bought the handbag at a woman’s resale shop and moved her wallet and things into the bag and her makeup into its zippered compartment. A couple of days later she noticed that her lips had an orangey cast to them, and digging into her new bag she saw that where she’d previously had one lipstick in a black case and one matching lip gloss in a clear tube with a wand, she now had two of each item, and the only difference between them was a gold stripe on the strange lipstick case and the orangey color, when she herself favored reddish pinks. Whoever donated the bag to the resale shop, Chrysalis, had forgotten to keep her lipsticks. She and her predecessor had strangely similar tastes, in makeup containers at least, as well as on where makeup should be stored. Not to mention that they both liked the same unusual bag, a large patched purse with floral squares and geometrics of plastic lizard skin.


    The realization about the lipstick posed a dilemma.


    The lipstick and the gloss had been used. The lip gloss was half empty, and the lipstick had a worn, even pitted, dent in its slant end. M would not have used another woman’s lipstick—let alone a stranger’s—ever, for hygienic reasons. But whatever skin cells and cold sore germs could have contaminated her own lips had done so; M had used the lip colors for several days before realizing they were stowaways. And while she had always avoided any hint of orange in her makeup, thinking that it would wash out her olive skin, she had to admit that she liked the way she looked in the new color.


    The new, or new-old, lipstick with the new-old gloss on top made M look not exactly better, but subtly different. She felt classic, like a ‘40s actress with bright lips. She also felt edgy—the way it might feel to have an orange streak in her hair. She guessed no one would notice her new shade, but that made it seem all the more transgressive, using another woman’s intimate things in a forbidden color. When she went out with girlfriends and spent the night with one, she often secretly helped herself to their skin creams: their Regenerists, their Revitalifts. Using the lipstick felt the same, a mild theft that seemed to be stealing a fragment of someone else’s life.


    Given the odd twinning of lipsticks in her bag, M resolved her dilemma by deciding to use the new orange colors every other day.


    If M’s husband were to detect the difference, which she didn’t expect, she imagined he would tell her the new shade of lipstick didn’t suit her. “Suiting” and “not suiting” had become his phrases over the past few months. He would say of a dress, “It doesn’t really suit your figure” and even of a new dish, like the chicken she tried barbecuing with its backbone removed, so it sprawled on the grill with legs flopping all over the place (she had to admit, it was not evenly cooked but burned here and pink there), “This doesn’t really suit your talents.” She expected someone in his life, someone he respected, used this expression and he had picked it up.


    What suited her? Barrettes with a ponytail. A turquoise dress with lace around the collar. Tangy Thai meatloaf.


    For the past few years her husband had been wearing his hair in a topknot. It pulled up straight from the crown and curled under, a few inches long, like a samurai’s hair. It was not such an unusual style for a man in the Pacific Northwest; still, the topknot filled her with a complex irritation. She could not have sex with him without taking it down, which worked out fine, as he interpreted her pulling the rubber band out of his hair and smoothing the strand down as erotic play. It felt wrong, though, to her: shouldn’t he sense such a basic thing about her during that kind of closeness?


    M often wondered if people around you shouldn’t know more or less what you were thinking, and she spent an enormous amount of mental energy trying to puzzle this out. Should you aspire to know as much as you could about others, or was it better to get by knowing as little as possible, filling up the empty space with whatever made you happy to imagine? Could there be a life that was less happy but still somehow better, because it was somehow more true? At this point her reasoning began to fail.


    Unlike M, her husband had not been to college but he made a good living operating a rug-cleaning business. He had enough work to keep two minimum-wage employees on staff and now cleared around $80,000 a year. He wore paper booties around his shoes at work so as not to dirty the rugs he’d just cleaned. Every now and then she had to drop something off with him during the day, or get a signature, and when she swung by the house where he happened to be working, he padded to the door in his paper booties and his topknot, looking less like a samurai than a huge baby, a precious little curl on its head.


    He and M had been married a dozen years. They met while hiking and still hiked and camped together. They jointly binged on TV shows, watching the show of the moment every night together on Netflix. Firefly, Battlestar Galactica, True Blood. Whatever they watched, they talked about incessantly.


    “Can you believe it?” he said the day she found the lipsticks. “Omar dying and it’s a kid who did it?” They were in the midst of The Wire.


    “Do you really think those drug dealers wouldn’t shoot each other on Sundays?” he added, and she gave the answer she knew would bug him: “It’s only a show.”


    Did M want out of her marriage? Not really. That outcome, she knew, would leave her filled with angst that her husband might, in some months’ time, find himself better off, with someone who suited him more and who he in turn found more suitable. If she cared about him loving someone else, she reasoned, she must in some sense still love him, although perhaps it was just a reflexive possessiveness. Mostly she wanted him not to want to judge her, to stop seeing her passing by as if she were a knight sweating it up at a joust and he were the king declaring a winner.


    On the other hand, M constantly found herself asking him what he thought of things. Though she gnawed the inside of her lips when he talked of not suiting, and chanted baby baby baby in her head when she saw him at his work, as a way of internally evening up the score. She realized her husband was not a bad person. She could have talked to him about the suiting comments. He would even have cut off his topknot for her. She understood that she herself had, to some degree, chosen the path of irritation between them.



    


    At work, where M did triage for a county mental health clinic—assessing how badly a client needed care and determining what kind of care he or she would get—her clients had come to seem just sad. One day she had two of the same kind of intake, the clueless nineteen or twenty-year-old boy who’d had sex with a younger girlfriend, and therefore had to be triaged into a group therapy session for sex offenders. The boys came in themselves rather than having their girlfriends’ parents press charges, on the advice of their public defenders.


    Both boys had dull yellow nicotine stains jaundicing their pointer nails, and scraggly facial hair reminiscent of the dogs who win Ugly Dogs competitions. Neither teen, she understood, was innocent. Neither deserved to sit in plastic chairs in a circle with fifty-year-old pedophiles, either. She sometimes sarcastically referred to her office at work as The Road to Hell.


    The week before the lipstick discovery, a client M had never seen before came in. In her job, in a somewhat rural, depressed county, she had a lot of repeat clients, and even new clients tended to fit into categories: the meth addicts, the depressed elderly who had no money for care, the men and women in abusive marriages. Occasionally she saw the truly psychotic, those who believed they were being spied on, or who heard voices, but it was in the nature of the clinic that most people self-referred. They sat in her chair with clearly rehearsed speeches outlining their problem: They felt so anxious. Or they thought about dying all the time. Was there anyone who could prescribe them something?
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