
The Beggars 

 

Something dug into Mariana’s back, and she uncomfortably lifted her frail form off the 

filthy bus station floor of La Paz to investigate. It was another freezing winter’s day in 

Bolivia and the altitude was pressing harder on her sinuses, presenting Mariana with a 

relentless headache. Adding to her discomfort was Belen’s constant badgering for money, 

which on most days sounded like white noise, but not today. Her elderly, pleading drawl 

to the passers by tried on Mariana’s patience, threatening to destroy it altogether. 

Aha.  

Mariana located the root of her discomfort beneath the layers of knitted blankets. She 

tightened her hand around the object and bringing it before her. How strange. It was a 

small clay doll she recognized from the stores at the Witches’ Market. Its expression was 

gloating: it’s mouth open in a grotesque, slightly perverted fashion. Attached to the doll’s 

chubby little arms were small bags of candy, and other fake clay food. A counterfeit US 

$100 bill was firmly pinned on its chest and no doubt the main cause of the doll’s stupid 

expression. Mariana furrowed her brow, the folds of her aging face contorted as her 

brown eyes barreled down on the familiar object. These dolls were commonly bought by 

poor Bolivians, poorer than her even, as a talisman to bring good fortune. The only 

fortune she could foresee such a ridiculous figurine attracting would be to knock 

someone unconscious with it and shuffle off with their coin purse.  

When Mariana was younger, a very long time ago, she believed in the superstition of her 

country, it was what her mother had taught her. She recalled the day that Mama sent her 

out one day with all the coins they had collected from begging to obtain a dried llama 



fetus from the Witches’ Market, an omen of good luck for their new home and an 

offering to Pachamama. Her little legs struggled up the steep incline to the market, 

passing the trinkets in shop windows and her favorite café only tourists could afford. 

Mariana circled the stalls, bartering for the best price. That was when she first saw the 

doll.  

It fell.  

She didn’t touch it, she swore that it fell off the shelf on its own accord and smashed on 

the ground immediately before her feet. The shopkeeper, a stout, older woman with a 

black bowler hat, scurried over and began to yell at Mariana. The shopkeeper gestured at 

the doll on the ground and waggled her finger inches from Mariana’s chest. Frightened, 

she handed all the coins over in her purse, passing one last look at the doll, its head 

perfectly preserved, it’s expression smirking at her, before she ran off onto the busy 

street.  

That evening, Mariana returned empty-handed from the market. Her mother scolded her; 

she smacked Mariana hard across her bottom and they both went to bed without dinner. 

Actually, they went to bed without dinner for several nights that week. Mariana couldn’t 

help but blame the doll for her misfortune and a tiny seed of malevolence formed towards 

her faith. Mariana had been doomed from the very beginning.  

 

“Guita, guita, guitaaaaa!” Belen grumbled at the travelers passing by, jutting her arms out 

in forceful desperation. Someone dropped her a silver Boliviano and her hand closed over 

it as she stowed it in her pocket. Belen was nearly dead. She was pushing 80 years old 



and had been in the begging business for at least 78 of them. She knew her days were 

numbered by the cough that rattled in her chest, worsening everyday.  

Belen was a real stickler though. She would die begging. Stout, assertive, yet with a 

mastered smile that left a giver confused as to whether she wished to kill him or kiss him, 

Belen was revered a lot by the other beggars and was always allocated the best spots. 

Belen had been Mariana’s accomplice for just shy of ten years. After the death of 

Mariana’s husband to a severe bout of pneumonia and the long since death of her two 

kids, and their kids, Belen took her under her wing, allowed her to sit in close proximity 

to her and beg for a better dinner.  

Belen was also a widow. She had a son to her husband who now owned a street kiosk, 

selling newspapers, candy and the occasional overpriced postcard to ignorant tourists. 

Her grandson, Jhon, was a shoe-shiner, a Bolivian disgrace, who spent his days wearing a 

black ski mask, concealing his shame as he shined the shoes of the more fortunate on the 

streets by San Francisco church. Poor Jhon would never attend university or probably 

ever leave La Paz. As for his mother, she died in childbirth. His father never let a day go 

by without reminding Jhon of that. 

The four of them (Belen, Ricardo, Jhon and Mariana) all lived in a small apartment two 

miles up the hill from the main bus terminal. Although the commute home from work 

was treacherous for Belen and Mariana, living on the hill was important in La Paz. It 

meant that when the rain came, their place remained safe from flooding. The rain came 

frequently in La Paz.  

Mariana watched her comrade coax five Bolivianos out of two young blond girls. 

Blondes were always an easier target. Belen sidled back to Mariana and swatted at her 



sleeve, indicating it was Mariana’s turn to take over. Using her remaining strength, 

Mariana pushed herself off the terminal wall again, staggered into a standing position and 

approached the food stands.  

“Please, money, please.” She begged in her best English at a couple sipping their coffees. 

Averting their eyes, they muttered something in return and gestured at their empty 

pockets. She lingered. The man looked uncomfortable, turning his back to her to take a 

bite from his ham and cheese roll. The woman clutched her leather purse tighter on her 

lap. Mariana walked past to the next stand.  

“Please, some money. Hungry.” 

She pleaded with an unkempt traveler, his hair bound into thick locks down his back, his 

leathered face worn from too much sun. The man looked up from his book and appraised 

the disturbance. 

“Sorry. No money.” He replied.  

“Please.” She pressed, unsure if it was a lost cause. The man could have been homeless, 

if it weren’t for the collection of silver rings on his left hand and a large backpack by his 

feet.   

“Sorry. Nothing.”  

He made the same empty gesture and she lingered again, hoping her continued presence 

would persuade him. Usually that tactic worked. Instead, the boy got up from the table 

and grabbed his bag, not glancing back as he scurried through the terminal.  

“Guita”, she cooed, cupping her hands expectantly as she wandered from one stall to the 

next. No one gave her anything. Not a single Boliviano.  



Her misfortune continued for another hour as she cleared the bus terminal and returned to 

Belen with nothing to show but aching legs. Unimpressed, Belen motioned for her to sit 

down in her spot. The doll lay on the floor, looking up at her mockingly. She cursed as 

she bent down to throw it out of the way. It was the low season in La Paz: it was mid-

February, the rain was incessant and the rich white tourists were few and far between.  

 

Belen and Mariana gathered their blankets and baskets off the dirty terminal floor around 

7:00pm. Most of the buses from out of town had well and truly arrived so peak hour in 

the terminal was over. Between them, they had made fifteen Bolivianos, enough to buy a 

loaf of bread, some vegetables and maybe a small block of chocolate to satisfy their 

sweet teeth. Maybe. They still had to pay for the bus up the hill because the rain was 

torrential, making it impossible to walk. Summer in La Paz offered little to be desired. 

Due to the high altitude, it was still always crisp at night. Mariana took off her soaking 

wet blankets as she staggered into the apartment. Belen followed close behind, peeling 

off her wet shoes and thumping them against the doorframe to keep from bringing excess 

water into the house. The smell of potatoes boiling on the stove wafted throughout the 

tiny home, which was lit by three tapered candles. Belen’s grandson, Jhon, hovered over 

the stove, stirring the water in the pot and basking in the steam.  

Mariana made a beeline to the bathroom. Dinner would be ready in a matter of minutes 

and she wanted to bathe before she ate; scrub herself clean from the terminal floor and 

avoid having to do it later when the temperature would most certainly drop. They didn’t 

have hot water.  



Belen set the table for four and Jhon silently took the fourth setting away. She furrowed a 

brow at her grandson who didn’t offer an explanation, rather returned to the stove to drain 

the potatoes and place them in a large bowl. Just as Belen and Jhon sat down to eat, 

Mariana scuffled out of the bathroom and joined them at the table. They ate their potatoes 

and bread avidly, in complete silence, Mariana not daring to mention the absence of 

Ricardo.  

 

Sometime around 3:00am, Mariana was awoken to a loud crashing sound. The door to the 

apartment was ajar, letting in light from the street. Ricardo came in, carrying the smell of 

stale beer and cigarettes on his gaunt frame. He tripped on Belen’s foot and toppled over, 

narrowly missing the corner of the sofa. Ricardo cursed loudly. Jhon stirred. Belen and 

Mariana remained motionless on the floor. They both knew better than to acknowledge 

Ricardo when he was inebriated. They valued their peace.  

Ricardo picked himself off the ground and crawled up onto the sofa. He curled into a ball 

and passed out. When the familiar sound of his snoring filled the room, Belen rose from 

her bed on the floor and closed the apartment door. 

 

The sunlight sliced through the blinds of the apartment the following morning. Mariana 

opened her eyes and looked around the room. Jhon was nowhere to be found. He had 

already left for the day to catch the early morning workers on their commute. Ricardo lay 

on the couch in the same position he had passed out in, snoring deeply, slightly out of 

time with Belen. Their syncopated rhythm amused Mariana every morning. She stood up 

from her bed of blankets and dressed herself for the day. 



As Mariana stood, weaving her thick gray hair into a plait, something caught her attention 

across the room. Beside the sofa was a doll, a replica of the same mocking figurine she 

had discarded in the terminal the day before. Alarmed, she bent down to pick it up. This 

was surely not a coincidence. Mariana imagined what her mother would have said had 

she been alive to witness such a strange encounter.  

“Good fortune is coming your way.” Her mother’s voice whispered.  

The hairs on the back of Mariana’s neck stood up, rippling down her body and along her 

arms. A familiar fear washed over her as she whirled around the room, praying it was 

simply Belen playing a jest. Yet, Belen was still motionless on the floor, grunting and 

wheezing in her symphony of sleep.   

Mariana turned back to the doll. Its creepy little mouth was wider than she remembered. 

“Believe and you shall receive.” 

Frightened, dropped the doll and it crashed to the floor. She scribbled a note for Belen 

and rushed out of the apartment.  

Luckily, the rain hadn’t started for the day. It was still early. The hint of sunlight peaked 

out through the clouds above her head as she walked down the hill to the bus terminal. 

She knew Belen would wake soon and join her at their usual spot. She couldn’t wait in 

the apartment any longer. Ricardo would also rise soon, predictably in a foul mood, 

demanding the remaining earnings from yesterday to squander away on cheap liquor 

rather than pay the electricity bill.  

Mariana was almost at the terminal entrance when a small, barefoot boy grabbed at her 

skirt. The boy had sores all over his face and expression looked pained. 

“Guita! Por favor.” He cried. 



Taking pity, Mariana gave the boy all the money she had on her, a single Boliviano. The 

boy kissed her hand repeatedly before running off. Mariana wondered why the sudden 

change of heart to give to other beggars when she herself had nothing. She had never 

been overly generous, believing generosity was a trait that only the rich could afford. 

She sat down on the terminal floor beside the doll from yesterday, which still lay exactly 

where she had thrown it.  

By the time Belen arrived at the terminal, Mariana had made 6 Bolivianos, enough for 

both of them to eat lunch. Since Belen had made the money, she was entitled to more of 

the food. That was the rule for as long as Mariana could remember. She thought about the 

single Boliviano she had given away. The boy needed it more than her. She was not 

regretful. 

 Belen sat down beside Mariana and pointed at the doll on the ground, laughing. 

“New friend, then?” She spat.  

Mariana grimaced as she hobbled over to their favorite café stand to buy them lunch. As 

she approached the café, she noticed a $5 note on the ground. Her eyes scoured the 

terminal for the owner. No one paid her any attention. Vehemently, she picked up the 

note and ran her hands across its crisp texture. It was real. Mariana shoved the note in her 

pocket, debating whether to tell Belen about the find. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have to 

share the money, which was never equally split anyway. With $5 she could buy herself 

something really nice, or treat herself to a slice of cake in her favorite childhood café. She 

scurried back to Belen with coffee and sandwiches. The two of them slurped their coffee 

and devoured their sandwiches as they eyed off passers by.  

 



Sometime in the late afternoon, Belen got up to use the restroom. She was only gone for 

five minutes. Yet, in the small time she was absent quite an event occurred. A young 

mother had entered the terminal, cradling a newborn baby. Two young children: a boy of 

roughly 4 years old and a scantily clad girl of 6, clutched their mother’s side as they 

walked through the terminal. Bawling, the mother approached several people 

respectively, begging for money. Mariana watched as the woman made her rounds. From 

what she could infer, the woman was without a husband, she had no cash and her 

newborn babe was very ill. However, Mariana could have been wrong. She was deaf as a 

post.  

The woman passed by and Mariana caught a glimpse of the baby. Its face was swollen 

and red. There was no denying that the child needed urgent medical attention. Mariana 

beckoned the mother over, pulled the $5 note out of her pocket and placed it firmly in her 

hand. The mother looked lovingly into her eyes, eternally grateful.  

“Go.” Mariana roused firmly, not wanting Belen to witness the transaction.  

The mother rushed off, her two children never letting go of her. Belen came back from 

the restroom seconds later. She resumed her position beside Mariana. Neither of them 

spoke for several minutes, the guilt rising in Mariana. She had to tell Belen about the $5. 

She drew a deep breath and timidly confided in her dear friend. To Mariana’s surprise, 

Belen didn’t yell. She didn’t say anything. She simply turned her attention outside, 

watching two children rifle through the trashcan just beyond the terminal doors. Mariana 

started to wonder whether Belen was ever going to speak to her again. For several 

minutes they remained in silence until Belen stoically replied. 

“I must confess that I have been putting aside 3 Bolivianos everyday from the cut.”  



Belen held her gaze on the bus terminal doors. Shocked, Mariana wasn’t entirely sure she 

had heard her dear friend correctly.  

“I am saving for a trip to Cusco. I want to see Machu Picchu before I die.” Belen 

confirmed. Belen had never mentioned Machu Picchu, nor had she mentioned wanting to 

leave La Paz. Mariana doubted she had ever gone beyond the town center. Belen never 

spoke of anything other than the business of begging. Mariana realized that she knew 

very little about Belen, evidently so as she never would have thought her capable of 

squandering their money. They struggled together. 

 “I’m sorry,” she continued as if reading Mariana’s thoughts, “I know I haven’t acted 

fairly. I wanted to tell you so many times but I didn’t. I was scared that you would tell 

Ricardo and would take the money from me.”  

Mariana wanted to hate Belen. She wanted to stand up and shout down at her, have her 

voice echo throughout the terminal building. She wanted to humiliate Belen in front of 

everyone but she couldn’t. What would that solve anyway? She took Belen’s hand in 

hers.  

“I forgive you, my friend.”  

Belen averted her eyes from the terminal doors to look at her companion. Mariana could 

see the anguish she felt about what she had done staring back at her. There was 

something else in there too, a paralyzing fear about the money being taken away from 

her.  

“Keep the money, Belen. If you want to go to Machu Picchu then you should go. I am not 

one to deny a woman of her dying wish.”  

“Really?”  



“Really. We will get by. We have and we always will.”  

They fell back into silence, still holding one another’s hand. At some stage, in the 

serenity of one another’s comfort, the two beggars drifted off. 

It’s unsure how long they fell asleep for, but Belen woke to feel someone lightly poking 

her on the arm. Confused, she opened her eyes. Before her stood the woman holding a 

newborn babe. Two children clutched her side, hiding behind their mother’s legs. 

Mariana remained fast asleep on Belen’s shoulder, her mouth slightly open, a light snore 

escaping. The woman smiled down at Belen as she handed her a $100 bill.  

“This is for your friend. I tried to wake her but she didn’t stir.”  

Apprehensively, Belen took the bill from the woman. She eyed the woman up and down. 

Where did such a woman acquire such currency and why was she giving it to Mariana? 

The woman looked like she could barely feed herself, let alone her kids. The money most 

certainly couldn’t be real. It was most certainly a cruel ruse. That was the only conclusion 

she could draw from the outrageously benevolent act. 

She threw the money back at the woman. Belen would not be the victim of some cruel 

joke. The mother looked mortified.  

“How dare you?” She spat, her aggressive tone enough to tear Mariana away from her 

slumber. “Keep it.” The mother repeated. This upset Belen even more, who proceeded to 

snatch the $100 back and motion to tear it into pieces.  

“Stop!” Mariana interjected.  

She reached out and grabbed the bill from Belen before any damage had been done. The 

mother was no longer paying attention to the two women as her babe had started crying 

in her arms. She attempted to coo her babe back to sleep, struggling to balance the bags 



in her arms. Mariana recognized the woman to whom she had given the $5 bill earlier. 

She looked down at the $100 in her hand. It was real: it had the blue strip on the panel 

suggesting it had been officially printed. Mariana looked up at the woman, her mouth 

open slightly as she made faces at her babe to distract the little gem from wailing. The 

woman, with her grocery bags around her wrists and playful expression upon her face, 

looked remarkably like the doll.  

“I don’t know how you got this but I think you should keep it.” Mariana said. 

“No, it’s for you. It’s for your kindness earlier. I had my wallet stolen and my babe 

needed urgent medical attention. My husband was out of town and couldn’t help me so I 

had to wait for him to arrive.”  

“You’re an American?” Mariana asked, picking up on the subtle accent in which the 

mother spoke Spanish.  

“No. I’m Bolivian but I live in America with my husband. We are only in town briefly. 

My husband had to visit a sick relative in the mountains just outside of town. I don’t 

know what I would have done if you hadn’t given me that money. I was stuck. Thank you 

so much.” 

 The mother smiled one last time at the two ladies before walking off out of the terminal. 

Belen and Mariana exchanged disbelieving glances.  

“The money is yours Mariana.”  

“No, take it. Use it for your trip.” Mariana humbly handed the money to Belen. 

“We can both go. We could get anywhere.” 

“Machu Picchu.” 

“Copacabana! We could visit the beach!” Belen gushed, excitedly. 



“Belen?”  

“Yes, Mariana.” Belen replied. 

“I think we should give the money to Jhon.” 

As Mariana said it, her whole heart filled with joy, imagining Jhon using the money to 

get to Peru and find a better job. Belen smiled, the corners of her eyes wrinkling.  

“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Belen replied as she lifted herself off the terminal floor 

and turned around to offer her hand to her feeble friend.  

“Money will come for us again.” Mariana said, “I believe it.” 

With that, she picked up the discarded doll off the ground and cradled it in her arms.  

 

	  

	  


