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Congratulations!

You’ve found

YOUR NEXT READ
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Chapter One Mabel

Every lunchtime, Benji grabs his lunch box from his schoolbag.

He gets a football from the sports box.

He hurries to the oval.

Then he plays football with his friends until the bell rings. Benji does this every day.

But not this Monday.

For the first time ever, Benji does not want to play football.

[image: A sketch of Benji walking with a lunch bag toward a wooden bench, while children play near a school building in the background.]
Instead, he goes to the bench near the scratchy bushes. This bench is the worst bench in the whole school. It is old and wobbly. It is not near the monkey bars.

It is not near the climbing frame or the taps. But this is where Benji goes.

Benji sits on the bad bench. Alice walks around the corner. She is humming a tune.

[image: A surprised girl, Alice, with long hair and a headband, clutches a small handbag close to her chest with wide eyes and an open mouth.]
She stops when she sees Benji.

‘Hello!’ Alice says. ‘Why are you here? Why aren’t you playing footy?’

‘I don’t always play footy,’ Benji says.

They both know that this is not true.

‘Why are you here?’ Benji asks.

‘I came to see Mabel,’ Alice says. ‘She gets a bit lonely sometimes.’

[image: Benji is leaning over a bench, and Alice is sitting below.]
Alice crouches down. She waves under the bench. ‘Hi, Mabel!’

Benji frowns. ‘Who is Mabel? And why is she under the bench?’

‘She feels safe there,’ Alice explains. ‘Ooooh! She is eating a big, fat bug.’ Alice looks excited.

Benji crouches down. He wants to see this bug-eating kid.

But Benji does not see a bug-eating kid. Mabel is a spider! She has a round body with two blobs on her back.

‘Are those blobs her eyes?’ Benji asks.

‘No,’ Alice says. ‘Those blobs are on her butt. Mabel is an alien butt spider.’

‘Alien butt spider?’ Benji repeats. He hopes this is what Alice said.

[image: A cartoon-style drawing of a spider, Mabel, with large eyes in a grassy field surrounded by flowers.]
‘Alien butt spider,’ she repeats.

‘Are alien butt spiders dangerous?’ Benji asks.

‘Only if you are a bug,’ Alice says.

‘I’m not a bug,’ Benji says. ‘Mabel is cool. I wish I had alien eyes on my butt.’

‘Me too,’ says Alice.



[image: Benji and Alice sit on a bench, smiling and sharing grapes and a banana. Speech bubbles show snack bars, with birds flying in the sky behind them.]




Chapter Two Alien Butts

Benji and Alice sit on the bench and eat their lunches. They talk about what is the best thing to find in a lunch box. Benji says a bar of chocolate. Alice says a bar of gold.

They talk about why the scratchy bushes are so scratchy. They talk about what is the best type of spider. They both agree it is the alien butt spider.

Then the bell rings. Monday lunch is over.

‘Should we meet here again tomorrow?’ Benji asks.

‘Mabel would like that,’ says Alice.

[image: Benji and Alice sit on a bench, with a smiling spider dangling on a thread between their feet above the grass.]


The next day is Tuesday. Benji goes back to the bench.

Alice is crouching in front of the bench. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘It will be okay.’

‘Are you talking to Mabel?’ Benji asks.

[image: Alice crouching under a wooden bench, looking curious and engaged.]
[image: Benji is holding a bitten apple and a backpack, looking down with curiosity.]
‘No,’ Alice says. ‘I am talking to Felix.’

Felix must be a new spider. ‘Does Felix eat bugs?’ Benji asks.

‘Good question. I will ask.’ Alice looks under the bench again. ‘Do you eat bugs?’

‘No!’ says a voice. ‘I hate bugs.’

Benji crouches down beside Alice. He does not see a spider. He sees a boy. The boy’s face is wet. His eyes are red.

‘What are you doing under there?’ Benji asks.

‘Please leave me alone,’ Felix says.

‘Okay, Felix,’ Alice says. ‘But watch out for Mabel. She likes it under there too.’

[image: Felix crouching under a wooden bench, watching Benji and Alice children outside in a grassy outdoor setting.]
‘There’s no one else under here,’ Felix says.

‘Mabel is a spider,’ Benji says. ‘An alien butt spider.’

Very quickly, Felix crawls out from under the bench.

‘Are you scared of spiders?’ Alice asks.

‘No, I’m scared of aliens,’ Felix says.

‘Only Mabel’s butt is an alien,’ Alice explains.

[image: Three children, Benji, Alice, and Felix, are talking, with Felix gesturing and a football shown in a speech bubble.]
But Felix stays out anyway. He looks at Benji. ‘Why aren’t you playing footy?’ he asks. ‘You always play footy at lunchtime.’

[image: Benji with short hair, smiling and gesturing with his hands while talking to another person outdoors.]
‘No, I don’t,’ Benji says.

‘Yes, you do,’ Felix says. ‘What’s going on?’

Benji does not want to answer. ‘Come and join the Lonely Lunch Club,’ he says instead.



[image: Three children, Benji, Alice, and Felix, are sitting on a bench, surrounded by trees and plants, with a lizard on a rock in the foreground.]




Chapter Three Even Spiders Get Lonely

‘The Lonely Lunch Club?’ says Felix. He tilts his head. ‘Are you two lonely?’

‘No,’ says Benji.

‘No,’ says Alice. ‘But sometimes Mabel is.’

‘I didn’t know spiders get lonely,’ Felix says.

‘Anyone can get lonely,’ Alice says.

‘Were you playing hide-and-seek?’ Benji asks Felix.

Felix nods. ‘But the other kids didn’t come and find me.’

[image: Three children sitting on a bench, showing only their legs and feet, with a spider crawling in the grass nearby.]
‘I bet they tried,’ Benji says. ‘I bet your hiding spot was just too good.’

‘Maybe,’ Felix says. ‘Or maybe they stopped looking.’ He looks sad.

Benji has an idea. ‘Well, it’s lucky you’re here,’ he says. ‘Because we have something we need to do. Something important.’

Alice and Felix look at Benji. ‘What is it?’ they ask.

[image: Three children, Benji, Alice, and Felix, are talking, with one standing and gesturing while the others sit on a bench.]
Benji quickly makes up a story. ‘The school wants to get rid of this bench. They say it’s old and wobbly. They say no one uses it.’ This is only a half-lie. Benji hopes that makes it okay.

Alice frowns. ‘It is true that the bench is old and wobbly. But it is not true that no one uses it. Mabel lives under here.’

‘You can’t get rid of things just because they are old and wobbly,’ Felix says. ‘My gran is old and wobbly, and she’s the best.’

[image: Felix speaking with eyes closed, thinking of a smiling elderly woman in a cardigan and glasses.]
‘Exactly,’ Benji says. ‘That’s why we have to save this bench.’

The bells rings. Tuesday lunch is over.

‘See you both tomorrow for the Lonely Lunch Club?’ Benji asks.

‘We have to be here,’ Felix says. ‘To save the bench.’

‘And for Mabel,’ Alice adds.



[image: A smiling Benji holds a bag in one hand and a small box tucked in the other, wearing a collared shirt.]
On Wednesday, Benji goes to the bench. He’s holding his lunch box in one hand and a bag in the other.

Alice and Felix are waiting for him. Felix looks different today. His eyes are not red. He is sitting on the bench instead of under it.

Benji is glad they are saving the bench. It really is special.



[image: A cartoon shows three children, Benji, Alice, and Felix, in a park, with Benji standing and Alice and Felix sitting on benches, talking.]




Chapter Four Bench Makeover

Alice points to Benji’s bag. ‘What’s in there?’ she asks.

‘I went to see Ms Lopez,’ Benji says. Ms Lopez is the art teacher. ‘I told her that we want to fix this bench. She likes the idea.



She gave me some stuff to help.’

‘Did Ms Lopez give you a hammer?’ Felix asks. ‘Or a drill? Or a chainsaw?’

‘Felix,’ Alice says. ‘A chainsaw will not help us fix the bench. And what about Mabel? She will flip out if we start making lots of noise.’

‘Mabel doesn’t need to worry,’ Benji says. ‘Ms Lopez didn’t give me any of those things.’

He unzips the bag and pulls out some paper. One side of it is rough.

‘Is that sandpaper?’ Alice asks.

[image: A concerned Alice, wearing a hoodie, looks at an open box held by another person.]
Felix pulls a face. ‘Sanding is not as fun as making holes or hitting things.’

[image: A cartoon shows Felix holding a small object, imagining using a drill and hammer, wearing a sweater and collared shirt.]
‘Sanding is only the first step,’ Benji says. ‘Ms Lopez says that when we have sanded the wood, she will let us paint it.’

Felix looks excited. So does Alice.

‘Can we paint the bench ANY colour we like?’ Felix asks.

Benji nods. ‘Any colour.’

‘Can we paint it ALL the colours we like?’ Alice asks.

Benji nods. ‘All the colours.’

[image: Three children, Benji, Alice, and Felix, wearing face masks clean a wooden bench outdoors, with floating music notes showing they’re enjoying it.]
They put on masks and start sanding. They are careful to sand around Mabel. The sandpaper makes a good shooshing sound against the wood.

Alice makes up a shooshing song as she works. Shooshy shooshy shoosh-shoosh.

Benji and Felix join in. Shoosh-shoosh!

Specks of paint and dirt swirl as they sand and sand and sand.

[image: Michi and Benji are having a conversation, Michi gesturing while Benji listens with a mask on.]
When Benji looks up, he sees a girl called Michi watching them.

‘Benji, why aren’t you playing footy?’ Michi asks. ‘You always play footy at lunchtime.’

‘Not always,’ Benji says.

‘Yes, always,’ Michi says. ‘What is going on?’

‘He has joined the Lonely Lunch Club,’ Alice says.

‘What is that?’ Michi asks.

[image: Four children, Benji, Alice, Felix, and Michi, talk, with Alice describing a spider in a speech bubble while the others listen curiously.]
‘It’s a club to stop Mabel from getting lonely,’ Felix explains.

Michi looks confused.

‘Mabel is a spider,’ Benji says.

‘An alien butt spider,’ Alice adds.

‘Okay, I get it,’ Michi says. ‘Sort of.’



[image: Benji, Alice, Felix, and Michi, are near a wooden bench in a grassy outdoor setting, with Felix standing and speaking as the others listen.]




Chapter Five This Bench Will Not Sand Itself

‘We also do stuff in the Lonely Lunch Club,’ Benji says. ‘Right now we are fixing this bench.’

‘We’re going to make it the best bench in the whole school,’ Felix says.

Michi gives the bench a little shake. ‘It’s wobbly. Do you have a screwdriver?’

‘No,’ Benji says. ‘We’ve only got sandpaper.’

Michi takes a bunch of keys from her pocket. ‘I know! We can use keys to tighten the screws.’

Michi starts working on a screw. Then she moves to another one.

‘Can I try?’ Alice asks.

‘Sure,’ says Michi. She hands Alice the keys. Felix has a go next. Then Benji.

[image: Alice and Michi are on a bench, Michi smiling as she hands a key to Alice, who reaches out with a cheerful expression.]
When they are done, they stand up and look at the bench.

‘It’s going to take a long time to sand all that wood,’ Michi says.

[image: Michi adjusting a face mask with one hand while holding a tissue in the other, wearing a collared shirt and hair in a bun.]
‘It will be quicker if you help,’ says Benji. He hands Michi some sandpaper and a mask.

Now the shooshing song has four parts to it.

When the bell goes, Benji collects up the sandpaper and masks. Wednesday lunch is over.

‘See you all tomorrow for the Lonely Lunch Club?’ Benji asks.

‘Mabel might get lonely if we don’t come,’ Michi says.

‘And this bench will not sand itself,’ Felix says.

‘Exactly,’ Alice says.

[image: A spider, Mabel, is on a wooden bench near a person’s arm, with the wood textured and the person’s hand relaxed over the edge.]


On Thursday, Benji hums as he heads to the bench. The Lonely Lunch Club will finish sanding today. That means that they can start painting tomorrow.

Benji walks past the scratchy bushes and sees the bench. He stops.

The bench has
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