


Fatma Aydemir’s Elbow (2017) follows a young German 
woman from a Turkish family as she grapples with dueling 
identities. Born and raised in Berlin, Hazal turns eighteen 
unemployed, insecure, and enraged at both her stifling 
parents and the racist Berlin society around her. Grasping 
for meaning or retribution, she first steals, then turns to 
violence. With the police after her for manslaughter, Hazal 
flees to Istanbul, a city her parents call home but she’s never 
seen.

Through her headstrong protagonist, Aydemir explores the 
frustration of not belonging. Hazal bridles at her parents’ 
conservative ways, and yet feels excluded from Berlin’s 
vibrant, young culture because of her background. Taking in 
questions of gender, racism, and coming-of-age, Elbow tells 
an immigrant experience with grit and empathy. 

Excerpt from pages 7-8, 30-35, 37-43, 107-110, 114-121.
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ELBOW

If  Desiree hadn’t held up every single lipstick and nail polish in front 
of  me with her long, clean fingers, I’d never have come up with the 
idea to shoplift. It was summer, I know that for sure, because Desiree 
was wearing light-blue hot-pants and the glossy little hairs on her legs 
were standing on end because the supermarket’s air conditioner had 
turned the whole place into a freezer. Even though I was only seven, 
I knew I would never be allowed to wear shorts like that. And I also 
knew that Mama would never allow me to buy glittery lipstick. But 
Desiree had money in her hand and just had to decide what color she 
wanted. She chose a pink one, of  course, since Desiree was blond and 
thought of  herself  as Barbie. She actually did look a little like Barbie, 
but I never told her that. Life had been kind enough to Desiree already.

 I went with her almost to the door of  her building. Desiree’s 
mother was on the balcony with her hands on her hips. She was tall, 
extremely thin, and always tan. Not sure why, I guess they went on va-
cation a lot. She always wore a tight tank-top with no bra underneath, 
so whenever you thought of  Desiree’s mother you saw her tits in your 
head. They were much smaller than Mama’s, but not pointed. They 
were as round as a two tennis balls, quite lovely actually. Desiree’s 
mother gave us a stern look as she shouted that the family was about 
to sit down to lunch. Desiree nodded, looked at me and waved good-
bye. She waved even though I was right next to her. I’ve never seen 
the inside of  Desiree’s apartment, but I’ve often tried to picture what 
it must be like.

Afterwards I went back to the supermarket and let the lipstick dis-
creetly disappear into my pants pocket. I can’t really say what I intend-
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ed to do with it; I think it was just a question of  having it and being 
able to smell it now and then. Because there was no chance I could 
ever wear it. Mama would smack me immediately. As I slinked past the 
sad cashier with her facial hair, I looked down and concentrated on the 
grooves in the linoleum floor. Outside I ran the three hundred meters 
home as if  I desperately needed to go to the bathroom, opened the 
door with the key hanging from the dark-blue cord around my neck, 
sprang up the steps to the second floor, unlocked the door to our 
apartment, ran straight into our playroom and held the lipstick up to 
my nose proudly. Onur shot me an inquisitive look and then went back 
to playing with his stupid Lego blocks. Spaz. 
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My ears wait for the blathering and background noise. I can hear 
something but I’m not sure whether it’s time yet or not. The TV next 
door is so loud you’d think the entire family were deaf. The voice of  
the newsreader from our living room mixes with the song in TV ad 
coming from next door. I know the ad—it’s for a brand of  sujuk sau-
sage. Two kids come home from school and hug their mother. They 
both say, “We’re hungry!” The mother is wearing a sky-blue sweater. 
She pats their heads and answers: “I have a surprise for you!” She 
holds up a package sujuk and pulls a red pepper out of  it, letting the 
pepper hang in the air before it disappears, taking the spiciness out of  
the sujuk. She cuts the sausage into slices, fries them in a pan, and the 
kids lap them up. The ad is so ridiculous. I mean, in a million years a 
woman like that in a kitchen like that would never fry up sausage for 
her kids. There are pots of  fresh herbs all around. And one of  those 
things that my uncle’s wife has been dreaming about and showed me 
pictures of  on her iPhone after searching “freestanding kitchen is-
land.” A woman who cooks in a kitchen like that would put on a 
white apron and work all day on overly elaborate and healthy things, 
like stuffed eggplant or a homemade lentil soup with a few drops of  
lemon juice or something like that. Maybe I should have had some 
rice at dinner after all, since my stomach is rumbling. Instead I just sat 
there pushing my salad around so it looked as if  I wasn’t hungry. But 
nobody cared anyway.

“Hazal, will you make çay?” mama calls from the living room.
“On it.”
I like to make the çay. Taking care of  the çay means I can be alone 

after dinner. Without the feeling that somebody is looking over my 
shoulder watching for mistakes. I go through the same series of  mo-
tions, I don’t have to pay attention to anything, and I can just listen to 
the voice in my head. When I’m sitting with my parents, I never hear 
the voice. Because I’m always acting as if  I’m somebody else. My gaze 
lingers on the family photos that are stuck to the fridge with fruit-
shaped magnets. I take the picture of  Onur’s circumcision party and 
hang it underneath a shot of  my grandparents. That way I don’t have 
to see it anymore. Mama had put blue eyeshadow on me that day and 
stuck me in a horrible lace dress that was way too tight. I look like a 
miniature tranny in the picture. I think it’s the last photo where all four 
of  us posed together. After that there was never another occasion.

*
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“Finally,” says Mama. “I was beginning to think we wouldn’t have çay 
at all today.”

 She’s sitting in the gray chair wearing her TV-glasses, which 
make her look ten years older. Her hair is neatly combed to the side. 
My father sits stiffly in the middle of  the sofa. He’s holding the remote 
so tightly that it looks as if  he is depending on it to keep his balance, 
as if  he would fall to the side if  he let go of  it. I lean forward to place 
the dark çay on the coffee table in front of  him. My hand reflexively 
reaches for the neckline of  my shirt but it’s too late. I cringe like a spaz 
and spill some of  the çay onto the saucer. My father continues to stare 
past me, stone-faced, in the direction of  the TV. But Mama noticed. 
I don’t look at her, but I can sense her death-stare. It bores into my 
chest and I know that if  my father wasn’t here she would ask me: Why 
would you wear a shirt like that when you can’t even move around 
normally in it? And I’d probably not say but think: It’s not the shirt, 
god damn it, it’s you.

A loud voice explodes into the room, talking about leasing terms. I 
cringe. My father turns down the volume and changes the channel. 
“Salih, will you be home tomorrow during the lunch break?” asks 
Mama with feigned friendliness.

 A growl emits from deep within my father.
 “What’s that, Salih?”
 “I don’t know,” he says, continuing to flip the channels. 

“Why?”
 “I only wanted to ask what you wanted to eat. I’ll be finished 

with work at 10:30 since Defne is back from vacation.”
 My father makes the growling sound again that reminds me 

of  a sleeping bear. He pauses briefly on a news channel. A little man 
in a suit is shaking lots of  hands, in Ankara or someplace like that.

 “I could make a bean stew. You like that, Salih.”
 “Hmm.”
 “I made yoghurt today. Tomorrow I’ll bring fresh bread from 

the bakery and we can have a nice lunch together. The children will be 
here, too.”

 “I can’t make it,” I say a little too emphatically and then lower 
my head again. “I’m going shopping after my training program, then 
straight to the bakery to relieve Defne.”

 “Shopping? Shopping for what? You already have so many 
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things you don’t even wear.”
 I stare silently at Mama.
 “What’s that look for, Hazal?”
 “I need something for my birthday.”
 She says nothing and stares at the television screen as the 

channels start to change again. She’s forgotten that Saturday is my 
birthday. Not that it surprises me. But hopefully she’s also forgotten 
that she said no when I asked to sleepover at Elma’s place. It was 
probably just a reflex on her part anyway, just because it’s her favorite 
word: no.

“Depends on my route,” says my father. “If  I’m nearby at one, 
I’ll come here to eat. If  I’m on the other side of  town it’s not worth 
it.”

 He puts the remote down next to his empty çay glass and 
stands up.

 Mama looks at him suspiciously.
 “Where are you going? To the café?”
 “I’m going to see what my friends are up to.”
 “What do you think they’re up to? Watching football and 

smoking all day.”
 “There’s no football today,” he says, disappearing into the 

hall.
 I take his glass to the kitchen and wait until the apartment 

door closes. Then I wander back into the living room and flop onto 
the sofa. Mama turns to me, bristling. My casual manner bugs her, 
and I know that she’s getting ready to bug me back. I put two couch 
cushions behind my head to really make myself  comfortable, fold my 
hands behind my head, scoot my hips forward a little, and sigh qui-
etly—though loudly enough for Mama to hear and to cause her to 
tense even more in her gray chair of  hate.

“What?” I ask.
 “You poor thing, you’re so tired. Though today you weren’t 

even at the bakery. What did you do that was so taxing, hmm?”
 Her feigned sympathy drives me crazy.
 “My god, I have one free afternoon this week and you have to 

give me a hard time about it.”
 “Don’t speak to me in that tone, Hazal!” She stretches out her 

left pointed finger in my direction and looks me in the eyes for a few 
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seconds. Then she clicks her tongue and turns back to the television, 
shaking her head.

 “Did you at least write some applications at the unemploy-
ment agency?”

 “Nope,” I say, switching to the German-language stations.
 “No? I don’t understand what you do all day at that training 

program. I really don’t. It’s just a waste of  time.”
 “What else am I supposed to do?”
 “Stay home and write job applications.”
 “Oh yeah? How many jobs have I already applied for this 

year? Fifty? Sixty? And how many jobs do I have? Half  a job, and 
that’s under the table in a place owned by my uncle.”

 “Pelin is looking for someone to help out in her salon. Some-
one who can wash hair and clean the place up.”

 I roll my eyes.
 “I was honest with Pelin. I told her: Hazal isn’t the smartest. 

But she’d be able to manage cleaning up and washing hair. You should 
stop in there tomorrow before you go to the bakery.”

 “I can’t believe this, Mama. You want me to be Pelin’s cleaning 
lady?”

 I switch back to the Turkish channels in hopes of  finding 
something to distract her.

 “I just want you to do an honest day’s work, Hazal. That train-
ing program at the employment office…”

 “Unemployment office.”
 “The damn unemployment office is supposed to help you find 

an apprenticeship or some skills. But what actually gets accomplished? 
Nothing! You just sit around there every day for no reason and now 
you’ve frittered away another two months. And you can’t stay at the 
bakery forever. Go to Pelin, you’ll learn something, and she’ll give you 
five euros an hour.”

 “Yeah, I’ll learn how to wash the dandruff  out of  our neigh-
bors’ hair. Great. And she’s not allowed to train me. And I’m sure 
she’ll want me to work under the table. Forget that, I’d rather stay in 
the bakery with Uncle. At least that’s family.”

 “What do you know about family? You talk to me like I’m a 
stranger, not your mother. You show your parents no respect. You’re 
not even ashamed when your father can see down your shirt. You’re 
about to turn eighteen and you act like you’re eight, Hazal. And you 
can forget about Saturday! There is no way you are sleeping over at 
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Elma’s.”
 I look at her, shocked. I hadn’t expected that. She remem-

bered. I reach for my phone. 
 “I’ll be an adult as of  Saturday. I can do whatever I want,” I 

say, typing in the security code.
 “You cannot do whatever you want. What makes you think 

that?”
 “Human rights, hello?” I say, holding both arms in the air 

questioningly.
 “Hazal, screw human rights. Now get up and get me a çay.” 

She picks up her tea glass and holds it out toward me demandingly. 
The spoon clangs against the glass.

 I take a deep breath and look at the ornamental wallpaper be-
hind her. Mama had it installed last summer so the room would look 
bigger. In reality it makes the room feel much smaller, but nobody can 
say that to her or else she’ll come up with an even worse idea. I take 
her glass and stomp into the kitchen. The jabbing pain in my head 
has become intense throbbing. I lean my back against the refrigerator 
and close my eyes. The throbbing gets faster and louder. I already do 
whatever I want, I tell myself. There’s no reason to stop now. I sink to 
the floor. A little pineapple magnet falls down with me and the photos 
land next to me. I press my hands onto the cold linoleum. In the crack 
beneath the kitchen cabinet you can see greasy gunk rolled into filthy 
balls. Typical. The whole apartment stinks of  neon yellow cleaning 
fluid, but underneath the cabinets the filth gathers, sticky and black.
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The closer we get to the door, the more nervous we get. I’m drunk, 
but I’m still too clear-headed for this situation. One after another, 
people are turned away. They walk silently back past the entire length 
of  the line with drooping shoulders and blank eyes. I always thought it 
was only groups of  men who didn’t get in. But there are women walk-
ing past, couples, people with short hair, bimbos, all sorts of  people. I 
can’t see any logic behind it.

 The French group just ahead of  us is up. The bouncer on 
the left, the one with the crooked nose, looks them over and makes a 
face as if  he’d like to punch the poodle-headed guy in the face just to 
see him cry. The bouncer turns to his colleagues and starts talking to 
them. He’s giant, well over six feet for sure, with a back and shoulders 
like a bull. The French group just stands there for a while without say-
ing a word. They stare at the bouncer, begging silently like puppies. 
After a while he turns back to them. He wants to see their IDs. They 
already have them in their hands, little blue cards.

 “Did you guys see that? We should get our IDs out,” I say.
 “Take it easy, Hazal. We’re not victims,” says Elma, lighting a 

cigarette.
 Gül watches the poodle-headed guy and touches up her lip-

stick. She smears one side completely, so I lick my thumb and fix it for 
her. The French group is allowed in. The poodle-headed guy waves 
to Gül and disappears through the door. The bouncer turns to us. He 
gives us a stern look as we walk up to him. Gül keeps going, trying to 
walk past him. The bouncer puts his massive arm out as a gate and 
says, “Hang on a minute.”

 He looks us over much longer than he did the French group. 
Elma doesn’t look at him. She just looks into the distance as she 
smokes, as if  he isn’t worth her attention. Her eyes reflect the yellow 
street light above us.

 Again the bouncer turns to the other bouncers, who seem tiny 
next to him, even though they aren’t. I try to hear what they are saying, 
but the bass from the club is too loud. All I can make out is some sort 
of  laughter, deep and somehow corrosive. He turns back to us and 
looks me in the eyes.

 “Not tonight, it’s too full.”
 Shit. His tone is like a cement wall. There is no bargaining to 

be done.
 “I’m sorry?” says Elma, irritated.
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 “Not tonight, I said. Too much going on, not everyone can 
come in.”

 “We’re not everyone,” says Elma.
 He shrugs.
 “We waited two hours.” 
Now Elma sounds really pissed.
 He waves us away and says: “Next, please.”
 “But our friends are already inside!” says Gül.
 I put my hand on her shoulder and whisper, “Let Elma deal 

with it.”
 Elma tries to make eye contact with the another bouncer, one 

who is missing an eyebrow. She asks what the story is.
 He says, “Only regulars tonight.”
 “And we’re not regulars?
 He looks her up and down.
 “Doesn’t look like it.”
 Elma throws her head to the side in annoyance and starts 

frantically telling him about Nuri, that she works for him at La Mag-
ique and that all bouncers know him. Bu the guy just grins and says, 
“Have a nice night.”

 We step to the side and Elma gets out her iPhone.
 Nuri doesn’t answer. She tries again. Gül won’t stop going on 

about the fact that she didn’t take down François’s number.
 “Hello? Nuri?” Elma walks off. She continues talking on the 

other side of  the streetlamp and we can only make out her silhouette, 
the high heels, her strong calves, her wildly gesticulating arms. Then 
she suddenly freezes and takes the phone from her ear. She stays there 
in the dark, shaking her head. After a few seconds she walks back to 
us, staring into the distance.

 “What’s up? What did he say?”
 She pulls a cigarette out of  her handbag and looks at the 

ground.
 “He said we didn’t miss anything here and that we should go 

home.”
 I give her a light and she lifts an eyebrow.
 “And he said I should never, ever call him again about some-

thing like this.”
 “Bastard,” I say.

 Gül looks around bewildered. “Okay, what now? Should I get 
off  with the bouncer?”

*
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The light of  the streetlamps blurs into blotches as we slowly walk 
back to Ostkreuz station. As the clacking of  our heels echoes across 
the expanse of  empty lots behind the factory buildings. As the urge to 
get away from here is so strong that none of  us thinks to change our 
shoes. As Gül loudly and drunkenly discusses where we can go and 
in the next instant can’t stop herself  from rehashing the scene at the 
door again.

 “If  we were from Poland or Spain or whatever and had on 
dirty sneakers, we’d have gotten in for sure. That bastard!”

Elma and I don’t say a word and avoid looking at each other. But we 
feel it, we feel the same way. It’s so present and so intense that you 
can almost touch it. Rage. Mine is so great that it doesn’t fit inside 
me. It is threatening to explode out of  my skin, eat me from inside 
and spit me out again and then eat me again. My rage touches Elma’s 
rage, boils and expands with hers, allows itself  to be prodded by hers. 
We’re stumbling by the time we approach Ostkreuz. Gül pulls our bal-
let slippers out of  her heavy bag and tosses them down heavily onto 
the German cobblestones. We brace ourselves on each other up as we 
dismount form the hooker heels.

There’s virtually no activity in the S-Bahn train, but whatever is going 
on doesn’t reach me anyway because my rage is still boiling over. I put 
up invisible walls and blow them down again. The night collapses into 
a million Lego pieces. But with every station, my vision starts to clear 
a bit more. 

The train is filling up. I begin to recognize the contours of  individual 
people, I make out voices, pick up the smell of  mouths. The faces 
around us are all full. They all have destinations where they’re heading, 
doors that will open for them. They have people and things they can 
hold onto. They own stuff, they travel, they sleep in double-beds with 
their lovers who make them coffee in the morning, they don’t read 
tabloids, they don’t shop at discount stores, they have aspirations and 
degrees and jobs and heavy, wooden peppermills. Their hair is shiny, 
their hands are soft, they’ve never had to pluck facial hair, they cel-
ebrate Christmas—and not because they like presents but because of  
the candles and the smell of  pine trees. At eighteen they’d already been 
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to all the clubs in the city, by twenty they’d given it up for bars where 
they only drank wine, and at some point they’d start drinking whisky. 

“We need more vodka and Red Bull or else we’re going to crap out 
like some kind of  victim sluts! Hello? Are you listening to me? Say 
something!”
 Gül waves at us and then doesn’t know where to put her 
hands, bracing her head with them, running them through her hair, 
fidgeting with her way-too-tight dress. She’s annoyed at our silence 
and the fact that we don’t know where to go. Though we do know: 
we’re going home. Where else are we supposed to go? We always go 
home. Not because we want to, but because we have to go home. 
To the little boxes with low ceilings where our families live, where 
the carpet matches the sofa and where there’s twelve of  every plate: 
twelve deep, twelve shallow, twelve small. Where you have to take 
off  your shoes and put on fluffy slippers because the linoleum is 
cold and you won’t be able to have children later in life if  you’re feet 
freeze. And we have to have children, sometime, what else are we 
supposed to do?

Gül and I wait outside beneath the yellow glow of  the lottery logo 
while Elma buys smokes at a 24-hour store.
 Elma comes back with three miniature bottles of  schnapps. 
We stand in front of  the U-Bahn station and smoke a butt, emptying 
the little bottles with serious faces. How many schnapps does that 
make today? Who cares.
 The escalator isn’t running, we clomp down it with heavy 
steps. I walk in front, Elma behind me, Gül bringing up the rear. I 
walk past the platform display, seven minutes until the next U6 train. 
I continue on along the empty platform and the two of  them fol-
low, we walk at the same tempo, our legs keeping the same rhythm. 
The ballet slippers make sticky sounds, with every step it sounds like 
someone is removing a bandage or a strip of  hair removal wax.
 The only other person on the platform is a guy about twenty, 
a college kid. He’s carrying a striped jute bag and has on funny glass-
es with little round lenses. He smiles drunkenly at me. I ignore him 
and continue on. I keep up the same tempo but the steps behind me 
get slower.
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 “What are you smiling at, you ape?” 
 I stop, turn around, and see her shove the college kid with 
both hands. Elma.
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