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			Peray Hilmi is an educator, author, and contemplative writer whose work explores human connection, simplicity, and meaning through the lens of the Japanese philosophy of MA—the beauty of space, silence, and the idea that less is more. She is the author of Living with Angels, MA Landscape, and MA Interior, all published in London and enjoyed by readers worldwide. Her latest book, A Tale of Two Friends: The Olive Tree Between Us, tells the story of two Cypriot boys—one Greek Cypriot and the other Turkish Cypriot—whose enduring friendship transcends division and reflects universal themes of belonging, understanding, and hope.
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			This book is dedicated to my son, Kaan.

			In a world that often rewards noise, you have taught me the quiet strength of a pure spirit. Your kindness, integrity, and gentle heart have been a constant reminder that true character is measured not by what one achieves, but by how one treats others.
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			Part I
The Story

			Chapter One
Two Homes, One Island

			Thump.

			The football bounced on the dusty ground and rolled straight to Ali. Ali smiled. That sound always made him happy.

			“Pass it!” Andy shouted, already sprinting; his dark curls bouncing like springs.

			Ali kicked hard. Andy trapped the ball with his foot like it was stuck there. Ali stared. 

			“How do you do that?”

			Andy lifted his chin like a champion. “Talent.”

			Ali snorted. “It’s not talent. It’s cheating.”

			Andy laughed. “Okay—super talent.”
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			They were eight years old, best friends, and on the island of Cyprus nothing felt bigger than the game right in front of them. That is, apart from the fact that in 1963, the Cyprus conflict began, which meant that disagreements between the two ethnic communities—the Greek and Turkish Cypriots was increasing.

			Anyhow, the sun warmed their shoulders. The sky looked endless and blue. Olive trees stood around their village like quiet guardians. Ali was a Turkish Cypriot boy who had fair skin and honey-coloured eyes. His straight hair fell into his face when he ran. Andy was a Greek Cypriot boy with tawny skin and dark, curly hair. He was athletic and fast, and he always looked like he was about to grin.
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			They played football. They rode their bikes. They climbed hills and dared each other to go higher. And when they got tired, they dropped under their favourite olive tree and lay on their backs. For a moment, they didn’t speak. Leaves whispered. A far-away dog barked. The wind made a soft shhh sound through the branches. Ali liked that quiet. It didn’t feel empty. It felt full. If Ali had known the word, he might have called it MA—the calm space that makes the happy moments shine brighter. But Ali didn’t know the word. He just knew he could breathe easier when Andy was beside him. Then a voice cut through the air like a snapped twig.
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			“Ali! Stop playing with that Greek boy!”

			Ali sat up. A man named Idris stood a few steps away, staring like friendship was something dirty. Ali’s mouth went dry. “But… Andy is my best friend.”

			Idris’s face tightened. “No more! I don’t like it!”

			Andy stood, shoulders squared. “We’re just playing football.”

			Idris ignored Andy and pointed at Ali. “Go home.”

			Then Idris stomped away, leaving dust swirling in his wake. The disagreement between the two ethnic communities had been over power, identity and territorial control.
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			Ali stared at the ground. Andy nudged the ball gently toward him—one quiet little push. A small pause. A bit of space. It helped Ali speak.

			“We can still be friends,” Ali said, voice low.

			Andy nodded once. “We are friends.”

			That night, Ali ate dinner with his mother, Filiz, and his father, Metin, in their small white house that smelled of olives and soap. Metin worked long hours at the tobacco factory.

			Metin ruffled Ali’s hair. “We don’t have much,” he said, “but we have love. And that is enough.”
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			Ali smiled because he believed him. Andy’s home was different. He lived with his mother, Elena, and his grandmother, Mary. Andy’s father had died when Andy was very young. Sometimes, Andy went quiet when he remembered. But in Andy’s kitchen, there was always warmth. Always food. And always a place for Ali.

			One day, Grandma Mary touched Ali’s cheek with her soft hand. “You’re like my second grandson,” she said.

			Ali’s heart did a small flip. He liked that very much.
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			Soon summer arrived, and school holidays came too. Andy called from outside, “Ali! Let’s play football!”

			Ali grabbed the ball. “Yes! Let’s go!”

			And for a while, life stayed sweet and simple. Until the grown-ups started disagreeing more. Ali didn’t understand politics. He didn’t understand identity or power. He only understood this:

			When adults got loud, friendship had to work harder to be heard.

			And under the olive tree, Ali wished the world would learn how to pause.

			Just for a moment.

			Just long enough to remember what mattered.

			But Idris wasn’t finished—not even close.
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			Chapter Two
Best Friends Forever

			Not everyone liked seeing Ali and Andy together. One afternoon, the boys rested under the olive tree again.

			Andy was lying down, arms behind his head. “If I had a donkey,” he said dreamily, “I’d name it Champion.”

			Ali laughed. “That’s a terrible donkey name.”

			“It’s an excellent donkey name,” Andy argued.

			Then—
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			Brrrm!

			A loud engine rattled closer.

			Ali sat up fast. “Oh no.”

			A man on a moped stopped nearby.

			Idris.

			He wore a toothy grin that looked like a crocodile’s.

			“Ali!” Idris shouted. “Why are you playing with that Greek boy?”

			Ali’s stomach twisted into a knot. “He’s my friend.”

			Idris’s eyes narrowed. “You should know better.”

			Andy’s voice rose. “We’re just kids!”

			But Idris didn’t care. The boys ran home without finishing their game. Later, Ali stared at the ball in his hands. “It’s just a ball,” he whispered. But it didn’t feel ‘just’ anymore.
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			Then one morning, Idris came again—this time to Ali’s house.

			Ali saw the moped and hissed, “Hide!”

			They tried. But Idris caught sight of them.

			“I told you to stop playing with that Greek boy!” Idris snapped.

			Ali swallowed. “Andy is my friend.”

			Idris leaned in. “Nonsense!”

			He scolded and shouted, as if shouting could change the truth. Then he clobbered Ali round the head. Ali stumbled back, shocked more than hurt.

			Andy grabbed Ali’s arm. “Stop it!” he said looking at Idris.
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			Idris sneered and drove away. Ali rubbed his head and blinked hard. After Idris left, Ali asked quietly, “Andy… why should Turkish Cypriots only be friends with Turkish Cypriots, and Greek Cypriots only be friends with Greek Cypriots?”

			Andy stared at the road for a second. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But at least our families leave us alone.”

			Ali nodded, but the question stayed with him like a pebble in a shoe. Then one hot day, Andy fell.

			“Ow! My knee!” he cried.

			Ali rushed over. “Don’t move too fast. Here, hold my arm.”

			Andy tried to joke through the pain. “I’m fine. I’m brave.”

			Ali raised an eyebrow. “You’re brave… and noisy.”

			Andy huffed. “That’s also brave.”

			They hobbled through the narrow dusty streets to Andy’s home.
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			At the door, Andy called, “Mother? Nane?”

			Grandma Mary rushed out, face full of worry. “Oh, Andrew! My child!”

			Then she saw Ali supporting him. She took Ali’s hand. “Thank you, Ali. You are a very good boy.”
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			Ali’s cheeks warmed. Grandma Mary touched his head gently, like a blessing. “Are you boys hungry?”

			 Andy shrugged. “I’ve had… a nibble of toast. That’s all.”

			Grandma Mary clapped once. “Both of you, wash your hands. Let’s eat moussaka!”

			Andy’s smile brightened. “Yes!”

			Ali smiled, because in Grandma Mary’s kitchen, the world felt calmer again. After they ate, Ali stood up to go. Andy bumped fists with him. “See you tomorrow?”

			Ali bumped back. “Forever.”

			Ali said ‘forever’, but Cyprus was starting to change.
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			Chapter Three
The Ball Between Us

			As the years passed, the island changed. People argued more. Voices grew louder. Smiles disappeared from faces that used to feel friendly. Ali and Andy didn’t understand politics or history. They only knew football fields felt emptier, and laughter didn’t travel as far as it used to. One evening, Andy asked, “Will we always be friends?”

			Ali didn’t even think. “Forever.”
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			They bumped fists. For a moment, they stood quietly. Not awkward quiet, but the good kind. A pause you can trust. That little quiet space—MA—made their promise feel stronger.

			But outside their friendship, some grown-ups kept fighting. Ali asked one day, “Andy… why do people still fight?”

			Andy’s eyes looked sad. “I don’t know. But we are still friends.”
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			The boys still loved football. They still loved the open-air cinema too; sitting under the night sky, eating snacks, pointing at the screen like the whole world lived inside it.

			Sometimes Ali heard adults whisper the words Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots like the words were walls. Ali hated that.
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			One afternoon, they played with makeshift goal posts, a busted-up ball, and worn-out trainers. Andy laughed. “Look at this ball. It’s more patch than ball!”

			Ali grinned. “It has character.”

			Then one day, Andy got a brand-new ball. He held it carefully, like it was a treasure.

			Ali reached out. “Can I touch it?”

			Andy pulled it back dramatically. “Hmm. Are you a responsible Person?”

			Ali put a hand on his chest. “I am the most responsible person you will ever meet.”

			Andy burst out laughing and handed it over. Ali pressed his fingers to the smooth leather. “Wow.”

			Andy’s smile turned proud. “Told you.”
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			Soon, Andy began playing in the stadium inside the Old City Walls of Nicosia. By the way, four civilizations used to live there, and they’ve all left their marks there. The Lusignans, the Venetians, the Ottomans and the British. Andy said, “Did you know the walls are like a star?”

			Ali squinted. “A star city?”

			Andy nodded. “Yep. People lived there for a long time. Different rulers, different times.”

			Ali tried to picture it—layers of history, like layers of clothing. And because Andy was so good at football, he started getting a bit of money for playing more professionally.

			Ali said, “So now you’re famous.”

			Andy pretended to bow. “Please, no autographs. My hands are busy being amazing.”

			 Ali rolled his eyes. “Your feet are busy being amazing.”
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			The next day, Ali invited Andy to supper. Ali’s mother, Filiz, came home from the market and got busy right away. She wrapped vine leaves into neat little dolmas.

			“Nice to see you boys eat so well,” she said, smiling.

			Andy sniffed the air. “Mrs Akman… that smells incredible. My mom makes dolmades just like yours,” Andy added.

			Filiz swatted at a mosquito. “I’m sure she does, Andy.”

			A striped hornet buzzed past. Ali waved his hands. “Even the bugs want dinner!”
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			They laughed.

			Years passed.

			The island felt more unfriendly.

			Even though Cyprus gained some freedom, violence continued.

			And more people started leaving.

			Ali didn’t want to leave.

			He wanted to stay under the olive tree, where quiet was safe.

			But the grown-up world kept pushing in. And then Idris planned something so cruel, it would change everything.
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			Chapter Four
The Bad Trick
v

			Life moved forward, and it was May 1966. Ali was nineteen now when Andy invited him to a family party at his uncle’s taverna.

			“There will be music,” Andy said. “And food. Lots of food.”

			Ali laughed. “Then of course I’ll come.”

			But news travelled fast. Idris heard, and he got angry again. He drove his moped right up to Ali’s house. Ali’s father, Metin, looked unsure of what to say. But Ali’s mother, Filiz, stepped forward like a shield.

			“Ali’s nineteen years old, Idris!” Filiz snapped. “He’s old enough to make his own decisions. If he wants to go to his friend’s party, then he will go!”

			Idris didn’t answer.

			He just stared.

			Then he left.

			But the air felt wrong.
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			That evening, Ali and his father sat on the veranda and watched the orangey-red sun sinking slowly behind Cyprus. Metin kissed the top of
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Book 1: The Olive Tree Between Us.
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