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Maris
by László Nagy

Jelenkor [The Present Age], vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 7–10, November, 1917, Budapest
Translated by Hattula Moholy-Nagy, translation corrected by Levente
Nagy and George Bisztray, final edit by Oliver A. I. Botar.
The factory was close to the butcher shop, and if the girls came, we stood
in the doorway, our aprons and our caps beautifully white, we were
really some handsome. A lot of girls flirted with us and we talked with
them and teased them.
Once a really good-looking girl with a polka-dot head scarf
came for some meat, and as I’m joking with her—the owner wasn’t
there, he wouldn’t have approved—well, I see that Jóska’s staring at her.
I think to myself, “Let ‘im look, he can look all right!” But as the girl is
saying that she needs a thick cut of sirloin for a roast and not to give her
make-weight, well, if he doesn’t shout across the room, “Come to me,
my chickadee, here’s the best cut for a roast.” The girl laughs at him—she
really was a pretty pink—and turns to him, “Well, where is it?” I get mad
at him for interfering with my fun, this is no way to behave, but I don’t
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show it. I ask, “What’s your name, little girl?” “Not telling,” she says.
“You can’t make me.” But she’s blushing and she laughs. “Well, what is
your name?” I inquire, but she just giggles. “What’s it to you, what good
will it do you?” she taunts. “But let’s hear it!” Finally she blurts out that
she’s Maris. This pleases me because it’s a pretty name. I told her, too.
Jóska also grins, then sulks and I see him pulling the ring off his finger.
So, I think, this sure is going well, but I say nothing. I could almost picture his wife, such a withered sort. No wonder.
As Maris paid, both of us looked to see which way she headed.
Well, she lived just across from here. Going home, she swayed like a
hollyhock. As she reaches her gate, she turns, looks back, and glows.
I really fancied her. So did Jóska. We both exchanged smiles with her
from the doorway, but as she vanished we stared each other down as
mad as two stags. Though we usually did, we didn’t discuss this girl.
The next day as Maris chooses among the marrow bones—just
then Jóska’s in the cold room—I whisper to her to be at the corner by
the vacant lot at eight o’clock that evening. “Can’t”—she pouts—“only at
quarter after nine.” Then Jóska comes, eyeing us suspiciously, wondering what we could’ve been talking about, carrying a large side of veal on
his shoulder and brushing it against Maris out of fun. She says angrily,
“Can’t you watch out?” At which the blockhead is completely crestfallen.
As I recall, I was pleased at this. As the girl left, Jóska watched me rather
than her. I felt his eyes burning.
We had a lot to do ‘till evening. We moved a new ice-box into the
pantry and we got miserably hot. Jóska kept his distance, saying very little,
and as we’re about to screw the lead panel into the wall, as I was bent over,
I happened to glance up and saw that he held it like he wanted to drop it on
me. Thanks a lot, I thought—four hundred pounds—and quickly jumped
away from underneath and grabbed the other side of it. Jóska looks at the
ground darkly and gives a little cough: “So, you got scared, what?” At half
past seven he asks me to go over to their place to talk a bit, but he lives far
and I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to get back by nine fifteen, so I
said no. “Let’s go to Horváth’s for a spritzer instead.” That he didn’t want to
do. The courtyard’s too dusty at Horváth’s. Let’s just go to his place. I keep
saying, “No, no.” He looks at me. “You’re meeting with Maris!” he says suddenly, like a detective. “No, no I’m not!” I say suddenly, not really knowing
why I’m lying. “No?” he shakes his head. “Well, see ya.” With this he left.
I shrugged my shoulders, but by no means liked the matter. Even as I was
with Maris, I wondered why he’d be so damned smitten by this girl.

At a quarter after nine Maris was there at the corner in her head
scarf. I would’ve preferred her to be bare-headed, but she said she preferred it so. Well, so be it. I proposed that we go to the Green Hunter to
jump around a bit, but she wasn’t for it, so we headed over to Horváth’s.
A couple of train cleaning women and conductors were there talking
way too loudly. We just kept sipping our wine quietly, maybe three bottles worth. Suddenly Maris says, “Look, what beautiful blonde hair,” and
pointed to a woman with really ugly yellow hair. “You think it’s pretty? It’s dyed for sure, look at how rusty and dark the roots are,” I say.
“Yours is prettier for sure. Let me see,” and I want to look, but she grabs
her head. “Boy, are you worried about you hairdo!” But from under
the scarf she pulled out a lock, pretty, chestnut brown. “Like mine.”
“Yes,” she answers, “but yours is much nicer.” “Why would it be nicer?”
But she just keeps on insisting and pouts. “Typical female,” I think to
myself, I better drop it, especially since she’s already a bit tipsy. So was I.
I was scarcely able to get her home. On the way she kept mumbling that
she liked me a lot, but by the time we reached her gate she was already
almost asleep. “Tomorrow night I’ll come and see you,” and with that I
left, staggering a bit as I trudged homeward.
That night I dreamt of a large, naked pig. I must have tossed
about a lot because in the morning the quilt was completely twisted up.
As I stared, scared, at the pig, it suddenly turns into a big, naked man.
So big that I was barely able to turn my head to look up at him. He was
like Jóska, but it was as if it wasn’t him after all. I run to the door, I want
to yell, but he’s already caught me, choking me like a kitten. From outside I thought I heard Jóska laugh. What could this mean? I was really
upset by it. At the shop I was quiet and scrutinized Jóska, but I couldn’t
see anything about him that would resemble a pig. He stood around all
day like an idiot, as if he were waiting for Maris. I really didn’t know what
to do, though I would’ve liked to chum around with him like we used to,
but I didn’t know how to go about it. We hardly talked to each other all day,
and when we did, it was reluctantly. In the evening as we put our aprons in
the drawer, he says, “Aren’t you coming tonight either?” “No,” I stammered,
but I was such a blockhead that he immediately figured out why. He boiled
with rage, then burst out laughing, and walked out. “Boy, are you caught
up with her!” I thought, and the pig came to mind. What could that’ve
been? If only there’d been a Gypsy nearby, I would’ve gone to see her.
As I’m there with Maris, I see that her head’s covered again.
I’m surprised. “You know, you could take the scarf off,” but she just resists.
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As Maris paid, both of us looked to see which way she headed.
Well, she lived just across from here. Going home, she swayed like a
hollyhock. As she reaches her gate, she turns, looks back, and glows.
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quarter after nine.” Then Jóska comes, eyeing us suspiciously, wondering what we could’ve been talking about, carrying a large side of veal on
his shoulder and brushing it against Maris out of fun. She says angrily,
“Can’t you watch out?” At which the blockhead is completely crestfallen.
As I recall, I was pleased at this. As the girl left, Jóska watched me rather
than her. I felt his eyes burning.
We had a lot to do ‘till evening. We moved a new ice-box into the
pantry and we got miserably hot. Jóska kept his distance, saying very little,
and as we’re about to screw the lead panel into the wall, as I was bent over,
I happened to glance up and saw that he held it like he wanted to drop it on
me. Thanks a lot, I thought—four hundred pounds—and quickly jumped
away from underneath and grabbed the other side of it. Jóska looks at the
ground darkly and gives a little cough: “So, you got scared, what?” At half
past seven he asks me to go over to their place to talk a bit, but he lives far
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said no. “Let’s go to Horváth’s for a spritzer instead.” That he didn’t want to
do. The courtyard’s too dusty at Horváth’s. Let’s just go to his place. I keep
saying, “No, no.” He looks at me. “You’re meeting with Maris!” he says suddenly, like a detective. “No, no I’m not!” I say suddenly, not really knowing
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with Maris, I wondered why he’d be so damned smitten by this girl.
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As I stared, scared, at the pig, it suddenly turns into a big, naked man.
So big that I was barely able to turn my head to look up at him. He was
like Jóska, but it was as if it wasn’t him after all. I run to the door, I want
to yell, but he’s already caught me, choking me like a kitten. From outside I thought I heard Jóska laugh. What could this mean? I was really
upset by it. At the shop I was quiet and scrutinized Jóska, but I couldn’t
see anything about him that would resemble a pig. He stood around all
day like an idiot, as if he were waiting for Maris. I really didn’t know what
to do, though I would’ve liked to chum around with him like we used to,
but I didn’t know how to go about it. We hardly talked to each other all day,
and when we did, it was reluctantly. In the evening as we put our aprons in
the drawer, he says, “Aren’t you coming tonight either?” “No,” I stammered,
but I was such a blockhead that he immediately figured out why. He boiled
with rage, then burst out laughing, and walked out. “Boy, are you caught
up with her!” I thought, and the pig came to mind. What could that’ve
been? If only there’d been a Gypsy nearby, I would’ve gone to see her.
As I’m there with Maris, I see that her head’s covered again.
I’m surprised. “You know, you could take the scarf off,” but she just resists.
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I joked, “Are you scared I’ll cut your hair off and sell it to the barber?”
But no, still she’d rather wear a scarf. We kept horsing around till suddenly I snatched it from her head. Well, son of a…! Her hair came off
with it. There she stood in front of me, bald. I got real mad that she
fooled me like this. I turned on her, and hit her good. But she just stands
there, not saying a word, not even crying, looking really silly standing
in her wide skirt and bodice, nothing on her head but the downy fluff of
a baby. “So that’s why you wanted to be in a shawl, that’s why you liked
my hair!” I say. She says nothing to this either. I’m about to go, I’m not
sticking around, when all of a sudden she cries out and throws herself
face-down on the floor wailing and moaning, “Oh my God, oh my God,
look upon your unfortunate daughter,” crying, heaving like a swing.
I didn’t know what to do. There she bawled, shrieked, “Oh my God,
you’ve punished me so, oh my God,” and beat her head on the ground
so hard that I was afraid someone would come out. Maris had just been
telling me what a shrew of a mistress she had, this situation didn’t suit me
at all. I left her there and that was that. In the yard I could still hear her
crying. Such a cheat! I was real angry at having been so taken in, and on
top of that, I even fell out with Jóska on account of her. No matter, at least
he showed his true colours as a friend. It was no accident that I dreamt
of a pig. He would’ve strangled me, if he could have. I kept thinking of
Maris. So pink and pretty, and bald! The hell! What a girl’s capable of!
And then she’s the one doing the crying! I’ll be! …
I didn’t know where I should head then. It was the fourth day
I hadn’t gone out with Jóska. He wouldn’t have wanted me to go to his
place. Anyway, tomorrow we’re butchering a steer. We’ll have enough
trouble with that. I went to bed. I thought I’d dream again, but I didn’t.
In the morning, as we’re leading the animal, I see Jóska staring
piercingly, angrily, just like the steer.
“What are you fuming about?” I say to him. “You’re mad about
nothing. She’s bald.” “Who’s bald?” “Well, Maris.” “Maris?” And he looks
dumbfounded like a calf. “She’s bald, not a bit of hair.” “Well, what does
she have on her head?” “Fake hair. It’s all fake.” “Fake?” And he laughs
so hard that he almost lets go of the steer. Of course I laughed along
with him. Meanwhile Jóska grunted and sniggered “Bald, heh, heh,
d’you hear? Bald? But how could she have gotten bald? Heh, heh, how?
She probably ate a lot of potatoes, or because she fancies the lads.”
The steer lunged and bucked, we had to pay it more attention.
Well, we didn’t talk much anymore. From then on Jóska was friendlier,

but I didn’t much dare to trust him since he’d already once shown his
true hand. Then we started talking about Maris sometimes and waited
for her to come to the butcher stall so that we could make fun of her.
But she didn’t come. But one time, one of the housemaids, as I grandly
recite to her “I’m eating your precious little ruby-red mouth, ’Cause nine
jam dumplings it ate in one gulp,” leaves off her giggling and says—as
I’m still laughing at her—“You’re a real scoundrel!” Chuckling, I ask,
“Why?” “It’s really not nice that you’re laughing about poor Maris, now
that she’s thrown herself in the Danube.”
“You don’t say!” I was real surprised, I stood there gaping. “But
she was such a cheerful girl.”
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