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          Two Maidens
                Have you ever seen a maiden? I mean, what pavers call a maiden – something for ramming down cobbles with. She’s made entirely of wood, broad at the base with an iron ring round her, and narrower at the top, with a pole stuck through her: it is her arms.

          In the large tool shed there were two such maidens, they stood there among shovels, rods that measured in fathoms and wheelbarrows, and this was where the rumour started that ‘maidens’ weren’t going to be called ‘maidens’ any longer but ‘rammers’, and that’s the most recent and only correct term among pavers for what we all in the old days used to call maidens.

          Among us human beings there are now what are referred to as ‘emancipated women’, which include principals of institutions, midwives, female dancers that can stand on one leg while at work, female fashion retailers and night nurses, and the ranks of these ‘emancipated women’ were now swelled by the two maidens in the tool shed; they were maidens of the highway authority and in no way were they prepared to give up their good, old name and allow themselves to be called ‘rammers’!

          
                ‘Maiden’ is a human name,’ they said, ‘but a rammer is a thing, and we’re not going to let ourselves be called a thing, that’s an insult!’

          ‘My fiancé is capable of breaking off our relationship!’ the younger one said, who was engaged to a pile-driver, that is one of those big machines that drives piles down into the ground, those, that is, who do the heavy work while the maidens take care of the more delicate but similar tasks. ‘He wants to have me as a maiden, but possibly not as a rammer, and so I simply can’t let them give me a new name!’

          ‘I’d rather have both my arms snapped off!’ the older one said.

          The wheelbarrow, though, was of a different opinion, and the wheelbarrow was quite something – he regarded himself as the quarter of a coach, since he went on one wheel.

          ‘I feel I must point out to you, however, that what is called a maiden is something fairly common and not nearly as fine as being called a rammer, for by having such a name one joins the ranks of such stampers as signets, and just think of the signet of the law, the stamp used for legal seals. If I were you, I would give up the name of maiden!’

          ‘Never! I’m too old for that!’ the older one said.

          ‘You’ve probably never heard of something known as the European necessity!’ said the honest old measuring rod. ‘One must be prepared to limit oneself, to knuckle under, to adapt oneself to time and circumstance, and if there’s a law that says a maiden is to be called a rammer, then she must be called a rammer. Everything has its allotted measure.’

          ‘In that case I’d rather,’ said the young one, ‘allow myself to be called Miss, if the worst comes to worst; at least Miss always has a hint of maiden about it.’

          ‘But I’d rather be chopped up into kindling wood!’ the older maiden said.

          Now it was time for work; the maidens were given a ride, they were laid on the wheelbarrow, and were most properly treated – but they were called rammers.

          ‘Mai-!’ they said as they kicked against the cobblestones, ‘Mai-!’ and were just about to say the whole word ‘maiden’, but they bit the last part of the word off, took it back, for they felt they shouldn’t even try to reply. But when on their own they always addressed each other by the name maiden, and they praised the good old days when everything was called by its proper name, and one was called a maiden when one was a maiden; and they remained as they were, for the pile-driver, the big machine, really did break off his engagement with the younger one – he wouldn’t have anything to do with a rammer.
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