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“Mr. Ben! Mr. Ben!” Ratna, Shireen, and Bela called out as they barged in through the open gate. They were surprised to find the door locked. Mr. and Mrs. Ben never left the house together. Where could they have gone?

“Let’s wait in the garden. I want Mr. Ben to check out our poster before we submit it tomorrow,” Ratna said. 

Her friends agreed and settled in their favorite spots. Bela pulled herself up on the low-hanging branch of the mango tree. Ratna sat down on the parapet wall of the outside verandah, and Shireen chose the small grassy patch beside the stone bench. She ran her fingers over the finely carved backrest. “Mr. Ben’s bench is beautiful, isn’t it?” 

The bench, carved out of red stone, was Mr. Ben’s permanent seat. He was there every evening from four o’clock. His friends – and everyone in the neighborhood counted him their friend – stopped to talk to him. The pocket-size garden had three rose bushes, some flowerpots, a square patch of lawn, and Mr. Ben’s bench. Two tall Ashoka trees grew on either side of his gate. There was a mango tree that boasted of the sweetest mangoes in the locality. Mr. Ben and his wife took great joy in distributing the fruit to their friends.

“Do you know Mr. Ben got the bench for next to nothing?” Bela asked. 

“Another story about Mr. Ben’s treasures? Tell me!” Shireen was new to the neighborhood. In a short span, she had come to love and admire Mr. Ben.

“Many years ago, Mr. Ben went with his friend to an auction,” Bela said. “He saw the bench and fell in love with it. It was perfect for his garden. Mind, he did not have a garden then. Only the house was ready. But Mr. Ben knew he would have a garden with a mango tree and a small lawn, and the red stone bench would be perfect under the tree.”

“How could he know that?” Shireen asked.

“That’s our Mr. Ben,” Ratna said with a laugh. “The most wonderful things happen to him because he is so wonderfully kind.”

“Mr. Ben asked his friend to bid for the bench, but his friend pointed out that one leg of the bench was broken. The auction came to an end. Almost all the items were sold. Nobody had bought the bench. Mr. Ben had little money with him. He did not know much about auctions, but he had to have the bench to create his future garden. He offered his watch as payment. Sixty years ago, not everyone owned a watch. The man conducting the auction asked Mr. Ben why he wanted to part with his valuable watch for a damaged bench.

“Because an artist poured his heart and soul into carving it, Mr. Ben said. The man sold the bench to Mr. Ben for one rupee. He said it was scrap anyway.”

“Which is the damaged leg? They look the same,” Shireen asked.

“Mr. Ben had a friend who was a skilled worker. He asked him to shorten the remaining three legs. Mr. Ben says it made the bench perfect for him. It would have been a little high otherwise,” Ratna said. “The bench started a lifelong interest in collecting antiques and curios. He started visiting auctions, fairs, flea markets, and curio shops. But money was a problem. He worked as an engine driver with the Indian Railways. Though his salary was enough for a comfortable life, it was not enough to support an expensive hobby. He bought damaged goods for cheap and repaired them. Sometimes, he exchanged them for other articles.”

“He managed so well that he filled the house from floor to attic, making it difficult to clean, as Mrs. Ben says,” Bela said with a laugh.

Ratna went to the gate and looked up and down the lane. “Where are Mr. and Mrs. Ben? I’m going to ask Hema Aunty next door if she knows when they will be back.”

Hema Aunty did not know. “I saw them in the morning. They did not mention anything about going out. Mrs. Ben never leaves the house unless it is to visit the doctor. Could she be taken ill suddenly? But Mr. Ben would have called me.”

Hema Aunty started calling up other friends. No one knew where the Bens had gone. Everyone grew concerned and gathered outside Mr. Ben’s house.

Half an hour later, Mr. and Mrs. Ben returned in an auto rickshaw. They looked unlike their cheerful selves. Something was wrong. 

“We were at the bank,” Mr. Ben told his friends. “We must sell the house. There is no other way.”

Mr. Ben’s nephew had taken a loan from the bank. Mr. Ben had mortgaged his house to guarantee the loan. Unfortunately, his nephew had died in an accident. Now, the bank wanted its money back.

“What about his factory? If you sell the factory and repay the bank, you needn’t sell your house,” Mr. Sharma asked. He was among Mr. Ben’s oldest friends. 

Mr. Ben shook his head. “That would be cruel. Alfred’s wife and children will become destitute if the factory is sold. Alfred’s wife is educated and smart, but she needs some time to overcome her grief and learn to run the factory. The bank is not prepared to wait. If I sell the house, I can repay Alfred’s loan and still have enough for us to move into an old-age home.”

“We can help her get a job and speak to the bank to give more time,” Mr. Sharma suggested.

“My mind is made up,” Mr. Ben said, looking exhausted. “It does not matter. We are old and don’t have many years left. It is better this way.”

Mr. Ben put up the house for sale. He received some excellent offers but kept putting off the final decision. He seemed worried but insisted it had nothing to do with the house. 

Mr. Sharma sent word to Mr. Ben’s friends to meet at his house without informing Mr. Ben. “Ben does not mind moving to the old-age home,” he said. “He knows we will visit him often. He is worried about his vast collection. He can’t take it with him to the home. He would be happy to donate it to a museum or give it away to a collector. But museums only take old or unusual objects. Collectors also restrict themselves to particular fields. Ben never cared about such things. He collected whatever caught his fancy.”

The room buzzed with conversation. Everyone wanted to help, but nobody knew what to do. Mr. Ben had crammed his house with objects. 

Ratna, Shireen, and Bela were at the back of the room. They had squeezed in when they learned that the grown-ups were meeting about Mr. Ben.

An idea struck Shireen. She pushed her way to the front. The talk died down, and everyone looked at her. Shireen was rather shy. She hated attention. But what she had to say was important. She pushed back her glasses with a trembling finger and swallowed. “Ihaveanidea.”

“What did you say?” Mr. Sharma asked. 

Ratna and Bela came to stand on either side of Shireen. Shireen took a deep breath. “I... I have an idea. Mr. Ben does not have much time. The bank is pressing him about the loan. Why don’t we divide his things and store them in our homes? We can list them out. Later, when Mr. Ben has more time, he can decide what to do with them.”

“What an excellent idea!” Ratna exclaimed. “We have five more weeks of summer vacation. We can make the lists.”

Mr. Sharma and several others in the room nodded. “I’ll speak to Ben,” Mr. Sharma said. “Well done, Shireen.”

Mr. Ben was happy with the plan. He spoke to the bank manager. Mr. Sharma went with him. The manager agreed to give him a month to repay the loan.

Ratna, Shireen, and Bela started listing out Mr. Ben’s treasures. Four boys volunteered to help with unpacking the articles. They brought down boxes from the attic and an upstairs room. Mr. Ben was back to his usual jovial self. Smiling, with his eyes twinkling, he told the children about his collection. He pointed out what made an object special to him and how it had come into his possession. 

“I got lucky with this set of five musicians,” he said. He dusted the brass figurines with a soft brush. “Look at their hands on their instruments.”

The children stopped their work and turned to him eagerly. Mr. Ben was going to tell them another story!

“The drummer came first. His expression caught my attention. There was such joy in his face. By then, I was a regular at auctions. The drummer was the only surviving piece from a famous set of five musicians. The set would have cost a huge amount.  But even the reduced bidding price was more than I could pay. My friend bought it and tried to give it to me. I took it on the condition that I would pay for it by painting his compound wall.”

Mr. Ben picked up two figurines: a trumpeter and a cymbal player, both intricately carved. “A few months later, I found these two. I was lucky to get them at a little more than the minimum bidding price. But Mrs. Ben didn’t speak to me for a week. She had saved that money and given it to me for buying new shirts.”

Mrs. Ben joined in the laughter. “That wasn’t the first or last time he did something like that,” she added.

“I almost did not get the flutist,” Mr. Ben said. “Three years later, I bought two old coins at an auction. Another auction was underway in the next room. My friend and I stopped by to watch. The next item on the list was a brass figurine playing a flute. No other detail was given. But when I saw it, I knew at once it belonged to my incomplete set. I told my friend I would be happy to sell the coins and buy the flutist instead. The person sitting next to me overheard our conversation. He was a coin collector...”

“A numismatist,” Shireen said softly.

“What?”

“A numismatist, you said the man was a coin collector. Coin collectors are called numismatists.”

“This nu-mis-matist asked to see my coins. As luck would have it, he bought them, and I got the fourth musician.”

“The violinist must be the fifth magician. How did you get it?” Bela asked.

“I looked for him at every opportunity, but as the years passed, I lost hope of finding him. Seven years after bringing the flutist to join his companions, I found him.”

“How much did you pay for him?” Ratna asked. The most interesting part was usually how Mr. Ben managed to buy his treasures.

Mr. Ben smiled. “Nothing. I visited someone with my friend. The figurine was on his study table. He was using it as a paperweight. The piece had belonged to his uncle. When I told him it was part of a set, he was glad to give it to me. He said it did not go with his modern house.”

The children gazed at the figurines. It seemed as if Mr. Ben was meant to have them. Most of the pieces in his collection had stories attached to them. It was sad that he had to sell his house and part with his treasures.

Shireen was enjoying listing out the pieces. She told her parents she wanted to do this type of work after growing up. After working with her friends at Mr. Ben’s house, she took smaller packages home and continued making lists.

One evening, Shireen cataloged Mr. Ben’s collection of coins. She
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