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OLA MELENDEZ sat at the edge of 
the river washing the clothes of the 
Señor Americano with pride and 

enthusiasm. 
 The trade wind swept through the 
valley and stirred the fronds of the coconut 
palms behind her into sounds like the beating 
of tiny castanets. From the cloudless sky the 
sun beat down on her with the white glare of 
the tropics.  
 But Lola was happy, the world was 
good to her, and she pounded the coat she was 
washing with the rock held firmly in her hand 
even more vigorously than usual. Her voice, 
raised and lowered with the atone, sang in 
rhythm with her work. 
 “The white coat of the Americano,” 
she sang, and crash! came the rock, smashing 
the last button to pieces. “It was soiled”—
crunch! again the stone descended, this time 
widening a hole already started. “But now the 
dirt has gone”—thump—“into swift running 
water it has vanished”—smash. “My heart is 
filled with pride, because of all the women, 
the Señor Americano has chosen me to wash 
his clothes”—crunch! 

 As she finished her verse she dropped 
the stone and rose. It was the last garment to 
wash, and over the nearby bushes she spread 
the white master’s clothes. Soon would the 
sun and wind dry them; then only the ironing 
remained, and tomorrow she could carry them 
to the house of the señor. 
 Another woman was calling to her 
from farther down the stream. 
 “The clothes of the Americano, they 
are many, Lola. He pays thee much each 
week, no?” 
 “Aye, Anita, they are rich, the 
Americanos. Everything they wish they buy, 
and of a fine quality are their garments.” Her 
voice rang proudly, as she walked toward her 
friend for a quiet smoke and chat while the 
clothes were drying. 
 The other woman stopped pounding 
the ragged native clothing she was washing, 
and looked at Lola with admiration and 
respect. 
 “Thou art favored, Lola; the saints are 
good to thee.” 
 Lola puffed contentedly on her cigar, 
and seated herself beside her companion. It 
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was good, this feeling of importance that came 
to her. But did she not deserve it? These other 
women who washed rags, what were they in 
comparison to her, whom the señor had 
chosen to clean his rich garments? “It is true, I 
am favored, Anita, but I wash his clothes with 
skill as well as pride. When I return them 
there lingers no spot of dirt to mar their 
whiteness.” And Lola stayed on, basking in 
the admiration of her less fortunate 
companion, until the clothes of the señor had 
dried. 
 
 Next morning, as she left her tiny 
home, Lola waved to her three children, 
standing together in the doorway to see her go. 
 The great bundle of clothes, tied in a 
sheet, looked for all the world like an 
enormous snowball, balanced on her head. 
 Swinging gracefully along the road, 
she greeted the occasional passersby with that 
becoming condescension proper to one of her 
exalted station in life. 
 Even the men regarded her as one 
apart. And why not? They were but people of 
the field, these men, who, with their machetes, 
cut the tangle of vines and weeds from the 
land of the señor; while she might enter his 
house, even the room in which he slept. 
 They were the happiest of her life, 
these days she carried his clothing back to the 
Americana. With what pride did she spread 
the crisp, white garments on his bed, giving to 
each a last tap of farewell, until it should come 
back to her, soiled and rumpled, to be cleaned 
and smoothed again by her own hands. 
 Up the steps of the house of the Señor 
Americano she came with a pride that knew 
no bounds; out of the brilliant sunshine into 
the cool shadows of the wide porch. 
 The master answered her “Buenos 
dias, señor,” with a nod, followed her to his 
room, and when she had untied the laundry, 
took a coat and examined it closely. 
 Lola saw him shake his head and 

frown; something was wrong, that was plain, 
and she stared at the coat apprehensively. The 
sense of awe she always felt when in the 
presence of the señor increased. 
 “The coat of the master is not well 
cleaned?” She knew her voice shook as she 
spoke, but was powerless to prevent it. 
 “It is cleaned well enough, but look at 
this, and this,” the señor pointed to the broken 
bits of buttons down the front of his white 
coat. “And these holes you have pounded into 
my jacket with rocks; it must stop, Lola, at 
once. Come, I want to show you a nice present 
I have for you.” 
 With eyes widening in amazement, 
Lola followed the Señor Americano around 
the comer of the porch. What could it mean? 
Of a strangeness would it be for the master to 
give her a present when he seemed so annoyed 
about his coat. 
 Then she saw the box at which he was 
pointing. Of an oddness it was, this box; 
perched so high upon its long legs; like the 
great spiders which, clung beneath the 
thatched roof of her home. 
 A premonition came over her. It could 
bring happiness to no one, this weird thing. 
 “This is for me, señor?” Lola 
approached it with reluctance. “This thing of 
wood and wheels of metal for me?” she 
repeated. The cover had been removed, and 
she peeked timorously within. More wheels! 
Surely the señor could not think it would be of 
any use to her. “For what is this thing?” she 
asked. 
 “A wonderful new machine, Lola, with 
which to wash our clothes.” 
 “To clean the rich garments of the 
señor and his wife and son in such a monster 
of wood and wheels of iron as that!” The 
words poured out impulsively in her 
astonishment, and Lola’s eyes gleamed with 
protestation. “No, señor! It is of a kindness for 
the master to think of his servant; but I do not 
need the box. With these hands can Lola 
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Melendez wash the clothes to please the 
señor.” 
 “You will do no such thing. This 
machine is to wash our clothes from now on. 
Understand? Of course, if you do not care to 
use it, there is Anita Vasquez—” The señor 
paused and shrugged his shoulders 
significantly. 
 Lola looked into her master’s eyes as 
he spoke; and in them she read determination 
and purpose. Her heart pounded in dismay. 
What humiliation would it be if the Señor 
Americano should give his clothes to another 
woman! How she would have to hang her 
head in shame to those to whom she had 
always held it so high! And yet—this devil 
box—this fearsome thing of wheels! 
 But the señor insisted that she must 
use it; and she must not lose the washing of 
his clothes. So much it meant to her. And by 
San Pedro no other woman should be allowed 
to glory over her. Thus, for a moment Lola 
hung between her antipathy for the devil box, 
and her intense pride in washing the clothes of 
the Senor Americano. Her voice broke as she 
spoke, but her eyes shone with hatred at the 
washing machine. 
 “I am the servant, señor; order me, I 
listen,” she said. 
 The look of impatience which had 
been on the usually smiling face of the 
Americano disappeared. “Very well; wait here 
a moment, I want to show you how it works.” 
 He returned immediately with a bundle 
of soiled clothes. “Here is the lace dress of the 
señora that she would not give you for fear 
you would beat holes in it. She is in town 
today, but with this machine we have no fear; 
it washes clothing, without wearing it to fringe 
between rocks.” 
 At the sight of the dress of native 
lacework Lola’s eyes glistened. Since the 
señora had shown it to her a month before her 
hands had longed to wash its precious fabric. 

But it was as the señor said. In spite of her 
pleadings, his wife had refused to trust it to 
her. And now he would put it in this brainless 
box. Dios! If she could but understand the 
strangeness of such a mind as would think to 
trust a beautiful dress to such an evil thing! 
 Lola held out her hands and looked at 
them through a mist of sudden tears which 
welled into her eyes. 
 “The mother of my mother washed 
clothes, master,” she began in a low voice; 
“with her hands she cleaned them, señor. And 
these two hands of mine are descended from 
hers; in them was born her skill; in these two 
black hands, gnarled and wrinkled, master, 
there is the knowledge and understanding 
which has come to them only by descent from 
one who understood well the washing of 
clothes.” 
 In the intensity of her emotions Lola 
shook her hands before her ardently. “From 
hands long since turned to dust, señor; hands 
that knew nothing of machines, but of the care 
of clothes, much.” 
 But even as she spoke Lola saw her 
cause was lost. The look in the eyes of the 
Señor Americano told her that. 
 “I have told you I wished you to use 
the machine, Lola,” he stated with finality; 
then went on with his explanation. “Listen 
carefully. First you put all the clothes in the 
machine, thus.” He shoved the boodle of 
garments into the machine to illustrate. “You 
need not wash each article separately as you 
do now; nothing need be taken from the box 
after once it has been placed within it as I 
have placed these things just now. 
Understand?” Lola nodded, and the señor 
concluded:  
 “Then you have but to pour in some 
hot water, cut a few pieces of soap and put 
them in, and turn this handle for ten minutes. 
That is all. Very simple and quick. No?” 
 Lola stood undecided for a little 
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minute. Down the road she caught sight of 
Anita Vasquez walking barefooted through the 
hot, white sand, with the shoes she would put 
on when she reached the outskirts of town 
perched jauntily upon her head. 
 Slowly, then, her glance returned to 
the face of her master, who was waiting for 
her answer. A new thought, a last flickering 
effort to be free from having to use the devil 
box, came to her. 
 “It is an evil thing, señor; my children 
will sicken and die with such an invention of 
the devil in the house. It will cast a plague 
upon them. I dare not take it.”  
 With a gesture of impatience the Señor 
Americano turned, and as he did so he saw the 
woman walking down the road, and called to 
her. 
 Instantly Lola interrupted. “The master 
wishes me to take the box to my house—no?” 
she questioned, the alarm apparent in her 
voice. 
 “Certainly, and I want those few 
garments washed and brought home 
tomorrow. The next day is Easter, and I wish 
to surprise the señora by having her dress 
ready for her to wear.” He breathed a sigh of 
relief as he helped Lola lift the heavy machine 
and place it on her head. 
 Down the bungalow steps went the 
saddened washwoman, muttering to herself 
against the devil box, this thing which the 
señor, wise in all save the washing of clothes, 
imagined was more able to clean the lace 
dress of his señora than her two skillful hands. 
 
 Late that afternoon, as his little pony 
swung along at a lope through the narrow 
avenue shaded by the rank growth of plantain 
trees, the Señor Americano was very happy. 
 He chuckled when he saw Juan 
Gonzales quickly tip his head, allowing the 
huge bundle of faggots he had been carrying 
to drop forward into the empty wheelbarrow 
before him. 

 “I bought that wheelbarrow for you to 
carry wood in, Juan,” he called, “not to use as 
an ornament.” 
 But he never could be really angry 
with these overgrown children; and had to turn 
his head so that Juan should not see him smile, 
as that individual touched his hat, and vowed 
with super-sincerity that he would not disobey 
the master again, “Not until I disappear 
around the next bend in the road,” the señor 
remarked in English, and left Juan wondering 
at the strange words. 
 Away down the shimmering distance 
he saw the carriage returning from town with 
his wife and child. 
 Hurrying his pony, he arrived at the 
house as they did, and without dismounting, 
leaned and kissed them both. 
 His pretty wife gathered up an armful 
of packages. “I got everything but the dyes to 
color the eggs with, Jerry. You told me you 
bought those yesterday. I want them now, to 
fix the eggs before supper.” 
 The Señor Americano slipped his hand 
into the inside pocket of his coat. 
 For a moment he sat dazed as the 
realization of what he had done came over 
him. 
 “Jumping Jehoshophat!” And without 
another word he reined his pony sharply about 
and started at full gallop for the shack of his 
washwoman. 
 He was certainly in for it now, he 
thought, as he pictured his wife’s new lace 
dress dyed every color of the rainbow by the 
dyes he had left in the pocket of the coat he 
had changed that morning, and had put in the 
washing machine. He recalled how explicitly 
he had told Lola not to take anything out of 
the machine; just to pour in the water and turn 
the handle for ten minutes. Oh, Lord! what a 
mess that dress must be now. 
 “Talk about throwing a pot of paint at 
the face of the public!” he said, half aloud. “If 
John Ruskin could see that dress he’d vow 
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Whistler’s pictures were symphonies of 
color.” 
 If he had only let Lola wash his clothes 
with her own hands, as she had begged him to, 
she would have been sure to search every 
pocket and find the dyes. And even if she had 
not, only his coat would have been spoiled if 
she had washed the clothes in the river as 
always. He remembered the many times Lola 
had returned the little odds and ends he had 
left in his pockets—bits of paper, a cheap 
collar button, some toothpicks, even. 
 But now—in the confounded 
machine—some kaleidoscope! 
 
 Lola Melendez saw the Señor 
Americano coming from the door of her 
thatched shack beneath the mango tree. 
 She dropped to her knees on the dirt 
floor and fervently clasped her hands. “San 
Pedro, grant me pardon for that which I have 
done!” she supplicated. 
 The señor had reached her now. 
 “The clothes, Lola, the clothes, are 
they all washed?” he called. 
 “Si, señor, only now have I finished 
them.” She trembled as she answered, and 
waited in tense anxiety. “And the machine, 
woman, where is that? Did you take the dress 
of the señora out of it yet?” 
 In shame Lola hung her head. This, 
then, was the end. All her cherished pride 
would be humbled now; never would the 
Señor Americano permit her to wash his 
clothes again. The people who had looked up 
to her would point her out with scorn, and jeer 
at her. 
 “Answer me, Lola,” commanded the 
señor. 
 Reluctantly she raised her arm and 
pointed to a huge tin of water, set upon three 
flat stones. Beneath the tin a fire was burning 
briskly. 
 “The devil box, señor; it is there,” she 

faltered. Then, looking up at her master 
imploringly: “It was an evil spirit, señor. I 
feared for my children and—and I broke it. It 
is there, burning—burning out its unholy 
spell.” 
 “Never mind all that, woman. Did you 
leave the clothes in the washing machine or 
not?” 
 Again Lola raised her arm, pointing 
this time to some snow-white specks scattered 
on the bushes near the bank of the river, in the 
valley below. 
 “The garments—the lace dress of the 
señora, master; I longed so to wash it with 
these two hands. I disobeyed the señor; in the 
pocket of his coat I found this.” From the 
bosom of her dress she took a little package 
and held it up penitently. 
 The señor snatched the package from 
her hand, and a moment later the astonished 
Lola was staring at the coins he had given her. 
When she recovered from the surprise of it he 
had left. Not a word had he said to her; only 
laughed long and with much heartiness, and 
given her this money. Of a craziness, these 
Americanos! 
 Lola rattled the coins exultantly in her 
hand,, then, turning to where the devil box had 
been burning, she shook her fist. The fire was 
out now; only a little wisp of smoke, a few 
pieces of blackened metal remained; the 
skeleton of the evil thing. 
 “Thy spell was strong, devil box; I 
feared for a time it might rob me of my work. 
But dead it is now, and burned to ashes. The 
Señor Americano has come to know that Lola 
Melendez is worth a thousand of such unholy 
things as thee.” 
 Down to the riverbank and the clothes 
she walked, fresh pride surging through every 
fiber of her being. 
 From the bush on which it hung to dry 
she took the lace dress of the señora. A tiny 
spot was there she had not quite beaten out. 
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The river swirled before her, singing its 
everlasting song of contentment, seeming to 
Lola to be in perfect harmony with the 
happiness flowing through her heart 
 Squatting on the bank, she gripped a 
heavy stone securely and dipped the dress in 
the stream. 
 Then, for sheer joy, she sang an 

improvised verse, pounding the dress with 
more than ordinary vigor: 
 “We are happy, thee and I, O river, 
 The devil box is burned, the spell is broken. 
 Happy also is the Señor Americano, 
 And has given to Lola Melendez much money 
 As a proof that she was right.” 

 


