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	Dominik Mikulaschek, born in Linz in 1983, explores in his books the hidden layers of reality and the boundaries between the visible and the unseen. With a keen feel for atmosphere, suspense and the inner worlds of his characters, he writes stories that go beneath the surface – stories in which courage is quiet, truth is sometimes uncomfortable, and what matters most often waits where we do not look at first. In ‘A Friend Stays’, the 28th volume in The Tree Detectives series, he takes young readers on a detective adventure full of puzzles, teamwork and genuine moments of doubt and growth. A story about what happens when three children stop, listen closely and together discover something bigger than they expected. Dominik Mikulaschek lives and writes in Austria.
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Chapter 1: A Private Word (Jonas)

	Break was noisy, as always. Children ran across the playground, someone shouted for a ball, and somewhere a group laughed so loudly that Jonas turned his head. He stood by the low wall beside the big chestnut tree and waited. That was their place. He and Aylin had simply chosen it at some point without ever talking about it. Sometimes friendships were like that: you chose something together without saying a word. Aylin arrived a few seconds later. She had pulled her jacket tightly around herself even though it was not really that cold. She sat down beside him, glanced across the playground, then looked at her shoes. ‘Hey,’ Jonas said. ‘Hey,’ Aylin said. They were quiet for a while. That was all right with them too. Jonas liked that. He liked that with Aylin he did not always have to talk when he had nothing to say. But today Aylin was different. She took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then let it out again. Jonas knew that sound. It was the sound someone made when they wanted to say something but were not quite sure yet whether they should. He waited. ‘Jonas,’ she said softly. Not whispering, but quietly. Quietly enough that only he could hear. ‘Yes?’ Aylin glanced to the left, then to the right. Then she looked at him. ‘I get homesick sometimes.’ Jonas blinked. Homesick. He knew the word. He knew the feeling too, at least a little, from last year’s school residential trip. But Aylin meant something different; he could tell straight away. She was not away on a school trip. She was here every day, at this school, in this town. ‘Homesick?’ he asked, not simply repeating it like a parrot. He was genuinely asking. Aylin nodded. ‘For my old town. Sometimes. Not always.’ She gave a small shrug, as though she was embarrassed. ‘I know it’s silly.’ ‘It isn’t silly,’ Jonas said. He meant it. The words had simply slipped out because they were true. Being homesick was not silly. Homesickness was something that happened. Aylin looked at him. Her eyes were very attentive now, as though she was checking whether he really meant it or was only saying it to sound nice. Jonas held her gaze. He had nothing to hide. ‘Thank you for telling me,’ he said. That was all. No big conversation afterwards, no questions, no story about how he felt or what he thought. Just that one sentence. But Aylin relaxed. Jonas could see her shoulders drop just a little, like someone setting down a bag they had been carrying for a long time. They sat there for another few minutes. Someone kicked the ball against the wall. Someone called out a name. The sun appeared briefly from behind a cloud and disappeared again. Jonas thought about what Aylin had said. Homesick. An old town. He did not know her story all that well. He knew her family had moved here two years ago, something to do with her parents’ work. He knew she used to have a best friend who now lived far away. But he did not know everything. And that was all right. He did not have to know everything. He knew this one thing: she had told him. Not Paula, not Karim, not the whole playground. Him. It felt weighty, but in a good way. Like something you carried carefully in both hands. ‘Coming?’ Aylin asked as she stood up. Break was almost over. ‘Yes,’ Jonas said. They walked towards the entrance together. Jonas looked down at the ground, at his shoes, at the paving stones. He thought: This is private. This is just for me. It stays here. He was glad he thought that. He would have been even gladder if he had known what was going to happen next. But he did not know yet. Behind them, three steps away, stood Ben. Ben, who had taken the long way round by the wall because he had been looking for his rubber. Ben, who had stopped without Jonas or Aylin noticing. Ben, who had not heard everything – but he had heard one word. Just one word. And that one word was enough to make him curious.

	 


Chapter 2: Ben Wants to Know (Jonas)

	The lesson after break was general studies. Ms König wrote something on the board, and Jonas copied it down, but his mind was still outside in the playground. He thought about Aylin’s voice, about how it had sounded when she said the word. Quiet. Careful. Like someone opening a door and peering through the gap before coming all the way in. He glanced over at Aylin. She was copying from the board too. Everything looked normal. Good. Jonas carried on writing. Then, shortly before the lesson ended, someone tapped the back of his chair. Once. Twice. Jonas did not turn round because Ms König was looking in his direction. But he knew who it was. There was only one person in the class who tapped chairs like that: Ben. Ben had been in their class since Year Two. He was loud when he was in a good mood and quiet when he was in a bad one, and most of the time you never quite knew which Ben was there. He was not mean. But he was curious. Very curious. About everything other people knew that he did not. The lesson ended with the bell. Ms König said something else about their homework, but Jonas only heard half of it because Ben was already standing beside him. ‘Hey,’ Ben said. He sounded casual, but his eyes were anything but. His eyes were wide awake. ‘Hey,’ Jonas said. ‘What did she say?’ Jonas put his exercise book away. Slowly. ‘Who?’ ‘Aylin, obviously.’ Ben leaned against the desk for a moment. ‘Earlier. By the wall. I didn’t hear everything, but she said something. What was it?’ Jonas looked at him. Ben was not being aggressive. He was simply curious, the way he always was when he felt he had missed something. Jonas knew that look. That look said: I want to be included. I want to know what everyone else knows. ‘Nothing special,’ Jonas said. ‘It must have been something.’ Ben grinned briefly. ‘You were standing there looking really strange. Like you had a secret.’ Jonas shrugged. ‘We were talking. Friends do that.’ Ben let that sit for a moment. Then: ‘What were you talking about?’ Jonas closed his bag. He looked at Ben, calm and unruffled. But something in his stomach tightened. Not because he was afraid of Ben. Because he knew what was happening. Ben was not simply going to stop. Ben never simply stopped when he felt there was something he still did not know. ‘It was private,’ Jonas said. Ben raised his eyebrows. ‘Private? You two aren’t even best friends or anything.’ ‘Yes, we are,’ Jonas said. ‘Pretty much.’ That seemed to surprise Ben for a moment. He said nothing. Jonas used the pause to head towards the door. Karim was already there, waiting to see whether they were going out for break together. Jonas nodded to him. But Ben followed them. Not closely, not pushily, but he followed. And when Karim went on ahead because Paula called him, Ben was beside Jonas again. ‘Come on,’ Ben said. He sounded almost friendly. ‘I won’t tell anyone.’ Jonas stopped for a moment. He looked at Ben. Ben probably even meant it, right then. But Jonas knew the pattern. You said: I won’t tell anyone. And then you told one person after all. And that person told the next. And suddenly one private word had turned into gossip, and no one knew any more how it had happened. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Jonas said. Ben rolled his eyes. ‘You’re not a very good liar.’ ‘I’m not lying.’ ‘Then tell me.’ Jonas opened his mouth. He wanted to say: There’s nothing to tell. Or: Leave it. Or anything that would end the conversation. But Ben looked at him, and Jonas realised Ben was not going to stop. Not now. And Jonas noticed something else, something that surprised him: he almost wanted to tell him. Not because he was mean. Not because he did not care. But because Ben was standing beside him expecting him to say it, and because sometimes it is easier to say something than not to say it. Then he thought about Aylin’s shoulders. How they had relaxed. How she had breathed. How she had trusted him. He swallowed. This is where it matters, he thought. Right now. This is loyalty. Not the big word in a book. This, here in this corridor, with Ben beside him. He closed his mouth again. Ben waited.
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