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An assistant salesperson looks at books at Book Stall,

New Market.
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by hopeful readers. Their first branch

opened ten years ago in a market in
Katabon. Sabrina recalls mounting a van
piled with books from Bangla bazaar
(their supplier) to the venue in those days,
shocking passerby. She recalls facing both
encouragement, skepticism, and some
uncomfortable male attention as a girl
opening a bookstore at the age of 20. To-
day, Charcha’s shelves are inspired by an
eclectic mix of the owners’ varied tastes,
with Sabrina’s leaning more towards fic-
tion and Sabbir’s towards non-fiction.

Bookworm was started in 1993 by the
late Captain Taher Quddus, a book-lover,
and still functions as a family business
run mainly by his daughter-in-law Amina
Rahman. She is helped by relative Ariz
Hoque who looks after the store’s online
communications and his father and
freedom fighter Rafiqul Hoque, lovingly
known by everyone who frequents the
shop as “Rafiqg Mama”.

“Books are integral to the collection of
knowledge in a community,” Rafig Mama
explains when asked about the value of
their work at Bookworm. “And it’s nice
to stay up to date on regular customers'’
lives, especially the slightly elderly ones,”
Badal Mahamud, the store’'s manager,
adds with a laugh. Cleaning the cover of
a textbook behind the counter, Nizamul
of Book Stall, New Market gives a much
briefer answer. “Boi toh ekta bhalo jinish.”
He has worked in bookstores in New
Market all his life and can’t imagine doing
anything else simply because it's all he's
ever known. | push to find out about daily
frustrations, about what makes the job
seem worthwhile despite the financial
limitations. But he reiterates the same—
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“The book is such a good thing that no
part of working with it can feel bad”—as
if it were obvious.
The personal touch
Midway through our chat, I ask Zakir if
he has a copy of Stendahl’s The Red and
the Black. He surveys the towers of books
around us with intense concentration
for a good two minutes, as if he can see
through to the skeleton of his store. This
is how he runs the shop. No lists, no
records; titles and their locations live in
his head as they shuffle their way across
the stacks, and so often miss landing in
the hands of a customer. Sometimes, Za-
kir calls a client back to tell them he has
finally found the book they were seeking.
The staff at Bookworm, even though
they rearrange their shelves often, preserve
the general blueprint to help customers
feel more at home. “Regular customers

Minhaz and Nisha rearrange shelves at Charcha.

No lists, no records; titles and their loca-
tions live in Zakir’s head as they shuffle
their way across the stacks.

walk in and head straight to where their
favourite genres rest. They'll notice and
point it out if we've changed something,”
shares Rafig Mama. Ariz adds, “Some-
times I'll tell a customer we don't have a
copy of a certain book, and they'll correct
me and point me towards the exact shelf
of the exact wall where the book is actual-
ly hiding.”

But what do these shelves mean to the
sellers, who arrange and take care of them
daily? At Charcha, while the first thought
goes into making the book-searching
process logical for customers, utilising
common industry strategies like station-
ing dictionaries and other functional
items at the billing counter to convey a
certain message about the store, a certain
sense of ownership, of personal beliefs
and preferences, also comes into play. The
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staff knock heads over how to clean out
the shelves—Sabrina prefers having it all
down in a pile on the floor and starting
from scratch, while Fateha Nisha and

the other salespeople who spend more
time handling the shelves day-to-day find
the overhaul overwhelming. They group
similar genres, authors, and categories to-
gether, but Sabrina makes it a point not to
label these sections anywhere in the store.
“I want readers to find their way through
the books, discovering old favourites

and new titles along the way,” she says.
They're also firm on a no-pictures policy
within the premises. It's strictly a place
for reading books, discussing the arts, and
forming personal connections, particular-
ly for kids.

What does it take to be a bookseller?

I ask these people how working in the
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stores has affected them personally.
Nizamul talks about getting to read books
while at Book Stall—a few pages here and
there every morning, when the crowds

are thin. Dealing with customers, reading
excerpts of books has helped Badal gather
more knowledge on various subjects
while at Bookworm. Ideologies travel with
customers, and debating views has taught
Ariz both to make friends and to agree

to disagree with the customers of Book-
worm. Mehedi, who can’t read but has the
most number of Bookworm's titles mem-
orised from delivering them across Dhaka,
enjoys how closely the job allows him

to get to know the city. And Nisha, who
spends the most amount of time with
Charcha’s customers on a daily basis, is
happiest because it has thrown open her
knowledge of authors and genres, adding
to her list of favourite books. Sabrina also
highlights understanding the space of the
bookstore to better understand the client
base—while they sold more non-fiction
and textbooks from their previous branch
in Katabon, their cosy alcove in Moham-
madpur attracts far more fiction-lovers.

And what, finally, does it take to do
this job day in and day out, I ask them,
in what is commonly known as a dying
industry?

Memory, Nizamul tells me. You must
remember what each customer prefers,
what they looked for the last time they
visited Book Stall. Ariz mentions both
intuition and initiative—uploading lists
of new stocks, replying to endless swaths
of queries on time is a more technical
task, but just as integral is the instinct that
distinguishes between customers who
want to chat, who want to be shown new
books, and others who prefer to shop in

Sabrina doesn’t like labelling Charcha’s shelves.

silence. Sabrina brings up patience—stay-
ing calm as you notice your readership
dwindling, and also when some cus-
tomers try to haggle over the prices of
high-quality hardbacks and paperbacks at
the store, something Rafiqg Mama agrees
with as he shares stories of book covers
left crinkled and tattered on some shelves.
And yet for all of them, welcoming return-
ing faces, discussing the books they sell,
and hearing wildly different responses to
the same books all make these minor hic-
cups seem worthwhile. “Some days, you
might sell a hundred books. But in others,
you might not even make Tk 100 from
the day's sales. People don’t come to buy
books as much as they used to, before.
But you power through based entirely

on hope,” says Zakir before turning to a
customer in his corner of Nilkhet.



