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Chapter One


Eating for Free in
Eminönü






It was August,
and Istanbul was celebrating the first day of Bayram, the festival
that follows Ramadan. That year, after a long and sweltering month
of fasting, the neighborhood was still drowsy, and the sun was so
high it burned the skin. By noon, no one was yet on the streets,
and Kemal thought it wasn’t worth staying in the spot where he had
been sitting for about an hour. During the holidays, the post
office would remain closed, and no one would step on his scale. He
figured he’d have better luck if he moved to the nearby Fatih
Mosque. There was always a crowd there, and during Bayram, the
squares in front of the entrances would surely be packed.

He positioned
himself in front of the left entrance, a strategic spot because the
pilgrims arriving by bus, coming from the avenue below and climbing
the stairs, were forced to pass by him. Those coming from the
neighborhoods of Balat, Fener, or Edirne Kapı had to enter through
the gate behind him. To his surprise, the squares were silent and
empty. The benches were vacant, and the woman sitting near her sack
of grain drowsily waited for someone to buy a plate of birdseed for
the pigeons. His peers, who usually ran around freely, laughing and
joking in front of the mosque, were nowhere to be seen. He wandered
outside the left gate, where fishmongers and greengrocers watered
their goods, which were threatening to wilt under the unbearable
heat. He hoped some shopkeeper might take pity on him and offer him
breakfast or at least a piece of bread.

Kemal was a
scrawny kid, barely reaching ninety centimeters in height, with
lively eyes and so thin that his friends teased him by lifting his
shirt and playing his ribs like a harp. His head was always shaved,
even in winter, because he often got lice, and his father would
shave him with a razor every week. His clothes—or what was left of
them—were so filthy and worn, patched and mended, that the original
fabric was no longer recognizable.

He sat on the
steps of the mosque’s side entrance and waited in a sliver of shade
for someone to come out. After the prayer, a group of well-dressed,
perfumed men emerged from the gate. After putting on their shoes,
they stopped right in front of the scale to discuss God and His
creation, good and evil, and how to secure a place in paradise
while avoiding the fires of hell. None of them noticed Kemal or his
scale until he piped up in his squeaky, out-of-tune voice, asking
if they wanted to weigh themselves or buy the candies he had in a
half-rusted box. They all looked down, then exchanged glances. They
fumbled in their pockets and placed a few liras in the boy’s hands.
They didn’t want to weigh themselves, probably afraid of their
obvious overweight, nor did they want the crumpled candies. They
resumed their conversation and walked away toward the pigeon
enclosure, where people had scattered grain and stale bread for a
perpetually hungry flock.

Kemal was happy
because his day of begging had started well. By evening, he would
surely have collected a decent sum to bring home, ensuring he’d
avoid a beating from his perpetually drunk father. He had learned
that if he could gather the equivalent of at least three bottles of
beer, his father wouldn’t touch him. How many times had he returned
home empty-handed, only to be beaten so badly he couldn’t even cry
from the pain? His father was heavy-handed with the slaps and
kicks.

Throughout all
this, his mother never lifted a finger to defend him. Not a word.
It was as if he weren’t her son. Sometimes she laughed
hysterically, as if in a delirious state. Kemal felt like an
orphan, as if he had ended up in the wrong family. He had been
begging for two years, and it seemed like a normal life to him. For
him, it was natural to wake up early and roam the streets of
Istanbul, returning home only when he had earned something. Often
in winter, people were reluctant to stop and dig into their pockets
for spare change, so to avoid a beating for coming home
empty-handed, he would sleep in the mosque, curled up in some
hidden corner. He slept peacefully, sure that no one would come
looking for him except his father, if only to get money for
alcohol. When he slept in the mosques, he felt safe from a world he
saw as hostile and dangerous.

On the first
day of Bayram, people were slow to come out, and Kemal, growing
impatient, abandoned his post, which likely wouldn’t yield anything
until the next prayer. He wandered the streets along the mosque’s
perimeter. No traffic noise, no children’s shouts—just the clatter
of pots and dishes, a sign that the housewives were busy preparing
lunch. He grew hungry but couldn’t return home with so little in
his pocket. He wandered with his scale under his arm, alert to
every sign of life, every sound of a door or footsteps. He hoped to
meet someone who would give him something to eat, or else he’d end
up eating his own candies.

He decided it
wasn’t worth staying in that area and headed to Eminönü, where, in
the square in front of the tram entrances, a free meal service had
been set up for the entire month of Ramadan. He had taken advantage
of it for a whole month. When he arrived, he was dismayed to find
that the service had been dismantled. All that remained were empty
cardboard boxes, garbage bags piled near a lamppost, and abandoned
iron frames and wooden panels. The meal service had been taken down
in a hurry. The month of fasting was over, and everyone had rushed
home to celebrate, while Kemal’s life of deprivation resumed, as if
it were a divine punishment for some unknown sin.

In front of the
mosque, people were buying plates of grain to scatter for the
pigeons, and Kemal was almost tempted to gather the seeds and eat
them. He was so hungry, and his stomach growled because he hadn’t
eaten since the day before. He picked up a few grains of wheat and
began chewing. He gathered more and filled his mouth, chewing and
chewing, but he couldn’t swallow because the birdseed had formed a
bolus like chewing gum, which he had also sold.

Sitting on the
first step of the New Mosque, with sad eyes and an empty stomach,
he continued to watch the pigeons’ fluttering movements, which
seemed stupid to him. He repeated to anyone who approached that
they could weigh themselves or buy his candies. No one paid him any
attention until a couple of Americans decided to weigh themselves.
Kemal was excited because it was the first time he had met
foreigners. They smiled and spoke English, even attempting a few
words in Turkish, but he didn’t understand what they were saying.
In his excitement, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth,
making him seem mute. The Americans, who had initially been amused,
ended up taking pity on him. They invited him to follow them to a
nearby inn, where they offered him a hearty plate of meat and even
a pistachio ice cream cone. It was the first time he had eaten ice
cream, so he smeared it all over his mouth and chin, his eyes wide
with astonishment as he experienced this new, unexpected, and
indescribable pleasure. The Americans’ smiling faces grew sad. They
tried to say something to him, but he still didn’t understand. They
gestured that he could stay seated to finish his ice cream and that
they would leave. The woman placed a hundred liras in his small
hands, squeezing them with a maternal smile. Kemal didn’t finish
his ice cream, so great was his sorrow at seeing the couple walk
away. To him, they were like angels. It was the first time someone
had taken care of him. He followed them with his eyes until they
disappeared into the crowd at the tram stop.

That encounter
deeply marked Kemal’s life. He realized that the world wasn’t as he
had seen it until then. He took those people as his model—he wanted
to be like them, generous and loving. He wanted to escape his
miserable life and flee his family of degenerates. He began to
fantasize, imagining himself in another family, in another city, in
another world.

A chubby young
man, after eating a chicken kebab sandwich with fries, stepped on
Kemal’s scale, as if to check how much weight he had gained from
the meal. He tossed a lira onto Kemal’s little table, snapping him
out of his thoughts. It was getting late, so he had to hurry if he
wanted to collect a few more coins. He decided to keep the hundred
liras from the Americans for himself, hidden somewhere safe.

He continued
his rounds, heading toward the Valens Aqueduct, then stopping on a
bench in the gardens near the municipality. It seemed like a good
spot—there were many people passing by or sitting to drink tea and
munch on pumpkin seeds. A few people weighed themselves, allowing
him to gather the rest of the money he needed to return home. The
spot was good, but there were other kids like him who, having been
robbed of their earnings, were already on the warpath. Four of them
approached, threateningly telling him to leave because it was their
territory. The one who spoke for the group stepped forward,
speaking slowly in a deep, menacing voice. His face was darkened by
the sun, and his eyes glistened from the glue he had been sniffing.
In one hand, he held a bag of glue, and with the other, he began to
shove Kemal, convincing the poor boy that this wasn’t his place.
Kemal picked up his scale and retreated.

The Zeyrek
neighborhood, where Kemal lived, wasn’t far from there. Passing
behind the fire station and under the Roman aqueduct, he was
practically home. He reassured himself that he hadn’t lost his
hundred liras and hid them in a hole under the belt loop of his
pants. If his father found them, he’d beat him mercilessly for
hiding the money, which could have bought him a bottle of raki.

Kemal lived in
the basement of a wooden house. More than a house, it looked like a
two-story shack, and every time he returned home, he was amazed it
was still standing, given how much the façade leaned toward the
street. The front door was always open because the two panels no
longer aligned, and despite this, there was a perpetual stench of
rotten wood, mold, and fried food.

Everyone was
home, but no one noticed his arrival except his father, who sat at
the table in front of dirty plates and breadcrumbs, impatiently
waiting for him. He looked at Kemal with a raised eyebrow and,
without a word, shook his head as if to say, “Well, where’s the
money?”

Kemal lowered
his eyes, frightened, put his hands in his pockets, and pulled out
two handfuls of coins, placing them on the table with a clink. His
father snatched the money and was out the door in a flash.

His mother,
annoyed, asked if he was hungry, as if eating were optional for the
“flea,” as they called him. She told him he could have the little
bit of soup left, while for bread, he’d have to make do with the
crumbs on the table. Kemal climbed onto a chair, poured the few
remaining spoonfuls of broth into a bowl, then gathered all the
crumbs and mixed them with the soup. When he was sure no one was
looking, he pulled out a piece of bread he had taken from the inn.
His mother, meanwhile, stood in the doorway, engaged in a pointless
conversation with the neighbor, complaining about how hot it was
this year, how she had never experienced such heat in her life, and
how there were no more transitional seasons, spouting a series of
clichés. His two older twin sisters, mean to the bone, were glued
to the TV, watching a series with the latest heartthrob. His older
brother, who was much older, fiddled with a cell phone he had found
on the street a few days earlier. He paused for a moment, smiled at
Kemal, and winked. He was the only one in the family who cared for
him. He worked all day, pushing a two-wheeled cart through the
neighborhoods, rummaging through trash bins, sorting cardboard,
plastic, and cans. His hands and face were always so dirty that
Kemal thought his brother had black skin.

Kemal unrolled
a small, torn mattress, placed it in a corner, and lay down on it.
He ran his little hand over the hundred liras to make sure they
were still there. He thought about what he could do with a hundred
liras in his pocket. He felt rich and had no idea how to spend the
money. He had never had so much before. As he thought about it, he
fell asleep dreaming of America.

He fell asleep
without even saying goodbye to Temel, his imaginary friend. He
didn’t trust even him that night—no one could know about the
treasure hidden in his pants. Besides, Temel would surely have
played the devil’s advocate, lecturing him about sharing and the
importance of family. Kemal didn’t want to talk to anyone about it.
He wanted to keep that moment of happiness to himself.























Chapter Two


Serdar’s Trash


Kemal lived in
the Byzantine neighborhood of Zeyrek, just a stone’s throw from the
mosque of the same name, which was once the ancient Church of the
Pantocrator. He lived in a wooden house built on the remains of a
cistern. It was a humble, dirty dwelling. The house had a large
entrance that served as both a living room and a kitchen. The
entire family spent most of their time in that dark, foul-smelling
room. In winter, the air stagnated, heavy with smoke from the stove
that didn’t draw well, while in summer, the smell of frying oil
mixed with sweat, giving little Kemal a constant sense of nausea.
In one corner of the room, a storage space no more than two meters
high had been converted into a bedroom for the twins when they were
born. Kemal’s father had cut a window in it that opened onto the
sidewalk, and on the roof of the small room, he placed Serdar’s
cot, as the boy was now grown. When Kemal arrived, there was no
more space for another room, so they put him in the kitchen in a
basket, which over time they replaced with an old sponge mattress
that they rolled up and unrolled every day. Kemal’s parents had a
large bedroom at the end of a long, dark hallway, which they had
never wanted to share with anyone. The room overlooked the back of
the house, where there was a small garden and the bathroom,
isolated from the rest of the building, likely converted from an
illegally built storage room.

There was no
comfort in that house. Everything was uncomfortable and
malfunctioning, with signs of carelessness in every corner. For
months, the faucets in the bathroom and kitchen dripped without
anyone bothering to fix them, so when the water bill arrived, they
couldn’t pay it, and soon after, the water was shut off. Kemal and
Serdar had to fetch water from the nearby mosque, carrying it in
jerrycans. Water had to be used sparingly, both in the kitchen and
the bathroom, which was why everything in that place reeked of
filth.

Despite their
dirty work, the two boys were the most careful about personal
hygiene. While waiting for their jerrycans to fill under the
ablution taps at the mosque, they took the opportunity to wash
themselves with soap and warm water. They would have liked to
shower under those taps but were too ashamed, so they washed
themselves in parts—head, hands, and feet—as if performing the
usual ablutions before prayer.

There was a
strong bond between the two brothers, despite the significant age
difference. Serdar didn’t like the idea of the “flea” wandering the
streets of Istanbul alone with his scale. He had tried several
times to dissuade their father from demanding Kemal’s begging
money, but he had ended up taking it himself. That man would never
give up his drinking binges. Sometimes Serdar took Kemal with him
to collect recyclables. Of course, given his small size, Kemal
couldn’t rummage through dumpsters, so he specialized in picking up
cans and plastic bottles from street and park trash bins. He was
very careful not to lose even a single plastic cap, as he had been
told they were the most valuable and didn’t take up much space. It
was hard, dirty work, and very dangerous, as it meant navigating
Istanbul’s busy streets, constantly at the mercy of reckless and
frantic drivers.

Serdar’s cart
had been built by his friend, a blacksmith named Master Suleyman,
who worked in his workshop amid the black iron dust, grease, and
the smell of welding, listening to songs by Mino Reitano, an
Italian singer whose cassettes he had a large collection of.
Suleyman was a soft-hearted blacksmith who believed in Serdar. He
had built the cart with wheels for him without charging a lira and
even provided the iron for it. Serdar inspired trust, and for years
he had spent time in the workshop listening to the blacksmith’s
endless anecdotes about his life experiences, told between welds.
Serdar hadn’t wanted to learn the trade, saying he needed fresh air
and an outdoor job. So when Mr. Emin, the personnel manager of a
chain of supermarkets in Istanbul, suggested he try recycling,
Serdar decided to go into business for himself. Mr. Emin had said
it sarcastically and offensively, believing Serdar wasn’t fit to
work in a supermarket. He wasn’t from a good family, wasn’t very
religious, and, above all, still had to complete his military
service. Serdar wasn’t offended at all. In fact, he thanked him
with exaggerated politeness, as if he had been hired, leaving Mr.
Emin perplexed and thinking he was a bit crazy. Serdar had received
valuable advice. He could do this job easily and independently,
without answering to anyone, but he had no idea where to start. So
he went to the neighborhood near the Süleymaniye Mosque, where
there were many depots where collected materials were sorted,
weighed, and eventually turned into cash. There, he spoke with Mr.
Kutay, who explained how it worked, how much material he could
collect with each cartload, and, most importantly, that he would
have to negotiate his entry with the boss, a local mafia figure who
controlled recycling in the area. The system was simple: you
associated yourself with the depot, giving your word that you would
respect the boundaries of your assigned zone, that you would only
deliver your collections to their depot, and that you would accept
their payment terms without question. The prices for materials
followed the black market, and of course, the depot took a cut from
each weigh-in. Serdar thought he was speaking with the depot’s
owner when he was received in an office in Taksim Square, but he
later realized it was likely just a frontman, and even the name was
probably fake. But none of that mattered to him. What mattered was
having a job and not depending on anyone. He felt like a freelance
trash collector. Unfortunately, he found himself unwittingly caught
up in a mafia operation. Mr. Kutay paid him on the spot for his
weigh-ins and offered protection from frequent threats and attacks
by rival clans. In return, Serdar had to do occasional odd jobs.
Nothing complicated or dangerous, just simple tasks. Sometimes,
without warning, after a weigh-in, he would be handed a bag with a
sealed package no bigger than a fist and told the exact location
and time to drop it off. It was always in a trash bin at the edge
of his zone, a different one each time. He asked for an explanation
only the first time, but after a harsh and threatening response, he
decided not to ask questions or worry about it. He just followed
orders and moved on. The important thing was to bring home the
money needed to survive and support his family. He couldn’t count
on his father, who was always drunk, delirious, and dangerous. It
broke his heart every time he saw the “flea” sitting on some
sidewalk with his scale. He thought the only way to protect Kemal
was to take him with him, as in the world of begging, everyone was
a lone wolf. There were no clans, and most of those kids sniffed
glue. He feared his little brother would end up buying glue and
frying his brain. Moreover, for his age and size, Kemal was fragile
and defenseless, often the victim of unprovoked attacks by
aggressive peers fighting over territory. They scared off and beat
up anyone trying to sit in the good spots, where you could just sit
on the ground and people would casually drop a lira to weigh
themselves, buy a pack of tissues, or get a candy. The latecomers
or weaker kids were left with the less frequented and unprofitable
spots. This was why Kemal couldn’t frequent the exits of mosques,
the sidewalks of five-star hotels, the park in front of the city
hall, or the metro entrance. All he had left was to station himself
in front of the post office or the tax office, where people were
less inclined to give anything after paying taxes or bills. The
entrances to the Grand Bazaar were free for all, but the police
often chased them away, and it wasn’t a great spot anyway, as the
tourists coming out of the covered market were more focused on
their bags than on beggars, intimidated by the crowds and the
hustle and bustle of the stalls.

Kemal was an
observant boy, and since he had to bring money home at the end of
the day, he tried to learn the secrets of begging by watching how
others did it. He learned to lie, inventing heartbreaking family
situations even more dramatic than his own to tug at the
heartstrings of passersby. He learned to lie to himself first, to
make his stories more believable, like a theater actor. One winter
day, he accidentally discovered special effects. Istanbul winters
are harsh, but Kemal didn’t feel the cold much, so he always went
out in clothes suited for milder weather, full of holes for
ventilation. His mother didn’t care much for her son, saying there
was no point in mending his clothes because she didn’t have time
and it wasn’t that cold anyway. Besides, he would look more
convincing to benefactors if he looked like a true ragamuffin. One
day, however, a snowstorm hit Istanbul. Kemal curled up in a
corner, sheltered from the wind, but it was so cold that he began
to shiver. He held his pack of tissues tightly in his hands,
trembling, his eyes closed, his teeth chattering uncontrollably.
Along with the sound of his chattering teeth came the constant
clinking of coins falling at his feet. He didn’t have the strength
to open his eyes and thought he was dreaming. He fell asleep in
that state and woke up feeling a wave of warmth, as if summer had
arrived. He opened his eyes. There was no sun, and the wind had
shifted, covering him in snow up to his chest, leaving a perfect
circle of clean pavement in front of him, without a single
snowflake. There were so many coins on the ground that he couldn’t
believe it. He had to find a bag to collect them all. He had
managed to gather a little over fifty liras in just a couple of
hours. Kemal had realized that silent acting was more effective.
His trembling was more convincing than any dramatic, tearless
family story he could invent.

In his naivety,
Kemal thought that bringing home so much money would earn him a few
days of rest, but that wasn’t the case. His father beat him again
because he had come home early, when he could have earned more if
he had stayed out until evening in that lucky spot. His mother, on
the other hand, was annoyed because the “flea” had a fever, forcing
her to unroll the mattress that blocked her free movement in the
kitchen, while the twins, oblivious to what was happening,
continued to watch TV.

The next day,
Kemal still had a fever, but his father insisted he return to that
spot, convinced that he could earn the same amount every day and
that they were on the verge of becoming rich. The following
morning, he woke Kemal early and sent him out without even giving
him a piece of bread for breakfast. The little boy left with his
head down, trembling from the cold—or perhaps from fear of his
father’s cruelty. Just a few steps from the door, Serdar
practically lifted him off the ground. Heartbroken by his little
brother’s pitiful state, Serdar decided to take him off the streets
and let
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