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NOTEBOOK
Lament for a lost friend, mourning a megastore
By Christina Alex

This April Fool’s Day I’ll mourn the demise of my favorite Chelsea megastore. The gorgeous pre-war Barnes & Noble one block from my studio served as the hub of my personal and professional life since I moved to the neighborhood three years ago. Though I barely blinked when Big Cup coffee shop became a gay bar and my favorite corner Latin-Asian fusion restaurant morphed into a Mexican fast food joint, this loss fills me with the anxiety and sadness of a breakup, absurd for a 34-year-old social worker and writer negotiating the city solo for almost a decade. 

Since I started working from my 400-square-foot abode brimming with books and papers, my 41,700-square-foot neighbor generously served as an annex and personal library—whether I was searching for an editor’s name on a masthead, or browsing competitors for my fantasy nonfiction book proposal. When I wanted to quit, an hour paging through “The Wealthy Writer” proved cheaper than a therapy session and propelled me back home to another revision with nary a subway card wasted.

Though my devotion to Barnes & Noble rather than the independent 192 Books makes me politically incorrect, I craved the comfort of being alone together with book geeks who came here in search of community and found larger, more intimidating cliques, and lonely streets packed with people. Beckoning those seeking literary connections, the Chelsea chain was my Fitzgerald-esque uncle who let me crash for the weekend, listen to his illustrious friends read their new work, partake of gourmet treats, peruse the library as long as I’d like and only asked for my enjoyment in return. Never intruded upon and always taken care of, I wanted to hate him, but his generosity won me over. 

Ironically, the colossal size and rotating staff reeked of nostalgia. Like a homing pigeon that grew up browsing Nancy Drew titles at the Westport, Conn. store every Saturday with my parents, I found an instant best friend upon landing in Chelsea. Surrounded by nightclubs like Duvet and Bed, it didn’t take long for me to realize that I would never make their exclusive lists, nor did I want to, as they rev up long after I’m asleep. The cavernous Barnes & Noble was my Pyramid Club, Sundays at 10 a.m. my prime time, when I’d throw on jeans and rush to the silent-as-a-church café before the hipsters woke, downing a cinnamon bun while dividing my reading between Us Weekly and Mother Jones. A few hours later, the bleary-eyed partiers and bright-eyed seniors had joined me, all of us buried in our enticing passions, and I felt the deliciously unfamiliar sensation of belonging.

Like a family member, I’ve been forgiven my blatant offenses: hiding behind a stack of books and periodicals in the café or settling cross-legged in an aisle for an entire afternoon—and then leaving without buying a word. I’ve never been stalked by an overzealous salesperson asking if I needed help finding anything or planned to pay for what I was reading, a guilt-free experience for an ex-Catholic. Instead, the empathic staff asked if I was finished and enthusiastically restocked my paged-through wares.

Deep down, I always feared my home away from apartment was too good to be true. Yet I feel like I’m being punished, reminiscent of blissfully downloading my favorite Def Leppard tracks from Napster and suddenly discovering it was illegal. My writing professor survived the loss of her Astor Place location earlier this year only to have to wait a week for a book at Shakespeare and Co., which highlights the difference between the literary destination and a quaint bookstore. With the Internet delivering tomes overnight to our doors, we’ll only travel to a place where we can stay awhile in a live community—on the house. For that reason alone, my new neighbor, an H&M or DKNY, may be divine intervention for my fashion-backward wardrobe, but it’ll never be indispensable.

Though some create a new habit in 21 days, I’ve always found it takes a year of fresh memories for me to truly move on. I practiced for the big day, with a few false starts: The West Village store had no seating, and the Upper West Side location required a subway trip. On my way home, I passed the “Clearance” sign, hoping it was all a nightmare. The apartment felt suffocating, and I fear that next Sunday morning I’ll automatically put on my coat, remember, and take to my couch indefinitely. 

The universe is kind, however, bringing my favorite cultural chronicler, Jhumpa Lahiri, to read from her new book on April 1 at the Union Square store. Her stories capture the tension between the old and the new, belonging nowhere and everywhere, a lesson I need to hear and a fitting first memory as I adjust to life without my Chelsea megastore. Maybe it won’t be such a cruel April Fool’s after all. 
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