
The Barstool That Remembered Me 

I had become dangerously good at leaving. 

By the time I moved to Barcelona, I was nearly thirty, had lived in four countries, and 

could pack my life into two suitcases in under an hour. India, the United States, France, 

and now Spain. I knew how to say goodbye in six languages, how to adapt just enough to 

blend in without ever truly arriving. I was used to starting over, to the ritual of reinvention. 

What I didn't know was how to stay. 

When you've lived in too many cities, you start wondering if you'll ever feel truly claimed 

by one. Something in me had begun to ache for rootedness. For belonging that doesn't 

come with an expiration date stamped on a visa. 

In my Barcelona flat, I had a balcony with just enough space for two chairs and a view that 

stretched to the silhouette of Tibidabo, sitting proudly atop the city. This balcony gave me a 

front-row seat to a ritual that repeated itself every evening. Just across the street, around 

six o'clock, locals would line up outside a Basque pintxo bar. Always the same crowd. Older 

men in pressed trousers, elegant women with lacquered hair and determination. The 

occasional solitary regular, familiar and unhurried. 

For months, I watched from my balcony, never crossing the street. Eventually, curiosity 

won. I crossed the street, stepped inside, and instantly regretted waiting that long. 

The Theatre of the Bar 

There is something beautifully defiant about finding a Basque establishment thriving in the 

heart of Catalonia. Two cultures united in their fierce independence and culinary 

reverence, each proudly distinct yet somehow harmonious in their shared appreciation for 

life's sensory pleasures. 

Hidden in plain sight, it sat nondescript and almost indifferent to its own presence. Inside, 

it was wood-panelled warmth, sharp edges softened by time. The dining room was where 

families celebrated milestones. The bar counter was where life happened. 

I walked in tentatively and took the second barstool from the end. The bar stretched before 

me, lined with cold pintxos glistening under soft light. Gildas skewered with olives and 

pickled peppers. Anchovies draped over bread like silver ribbons. Thin slices of marbled 

jamón ibérico. Marinated red peppers, glossy and sweet. 

The bar, however, offers far more than merely a casual dining option. It presents theatre in 

its purest form. You perch on stools, side by side with strangers who, after sharing in the 

collective gasp whenever a fresh plate of hot pintxos emerges from the kitchen, quickly 

become accomplices in your culinary adventure. Heads turn. Hands reach. The ritual 

begins. 



My first morcilla arrived dark, almost charcoal black, crisped at the edges where it had 

kissed the plancha. I bit through the crackling skin into something earthy and spiced,   

rice-studded and rich with paprika. It left a faint metallic sweetness on my palate, the kind 

that makes you close your eyes and reach for your wine. This was more than blood sausage. 

This was tradition, geography, identity compressed into a single bite. 

Then the chistorra. Bright red, smoky, glistening with its own paprika-spiked oil. I 

watched it emerge from the kitchen, still spitting fat, and felt a Pavlovian thrill. The first 

bite released a flood of spice and garlic, the casing snapping cleanly, the interior soft and 

almost molten. I asked for another, right away. 

But it was the tigres that stopped me cold. Fried mussels, golden and glistening, their 

shells refilled with thick, savoury béchamel. Sweet onions, chopped mussels, smoky 

paprika, all breaded and fried until the crumb shattered between your teeth. Crunch, then 

cream, then the briny sweetness of mussel. A classic pintxo from Bilbao, labour-intensive 

and increasingly rare. The bartender explained in halting Spanish that few places made 

them anymore. Too much work for too little profit. They were disappearing. 

He then poured my txakoli from high above the glass in the way only Basques know how, 

in a long, arcing stream, bubbles breaking against glass like applause. 

I went back to the bar the following week. Then again. 

The Slow Architecture of Belonging 

Over months, something shifted. I learned the rhythm. Which pintxos emerged at 7:30PM. 

The exact moment to ask for foie gras so it arrived caramelised and golden. I watched how 

regulars never asked for menus. They just raised a brow, pointed with their chin. The 

entire transaction was about trust. 

There was Miguel, who claimed the corner stool every evening at seven sharp. Jamón 

ibérico, membrillo, three glasses of Rioja. Always. He spoke to the bartender about football 

with the easy familiarity of decades. When he noticed me listening, he would gleefully 

translate the particularly colourful commentary about Real Madrid's latest disaster, 

grinning at my attempts to follow along. Once, he slid a piece of jamón onto my plate 

without a word. “Pata Negra from Jabugo. Taste.” It dissolved on my tongue, nutty and 

sweet, nothing like the jamón I'd had before. He nodded, satisfied with my reaction.  

Carmen appeared on Thursdays, silver-haired and imperious, carrying herself like minor 

royalty. She would perch delicately on the stool beside me, order a single glass of cava and 

two croquetas, then proceed to offer unsolicited advice about everything from my lipstick 

choice to Catalonia’s economic policies. Her English was impeccable, her opinions 

unfiltered. “You eat too much foie,” she announced one evening. “It's not good for 

digestion.” Then she would order another round for both of us. 



The bartender was part mystery, part legend. Unsmiling, unhurried, unbothered. He 

worked with the grace of someone who has done this long enough to do it in silence. He 

started greeting me with a nod. Then half a smile. He poured my txakoli before I ordered it. 

Raised an eyebrow when I veered from my usual pintxos. Once, when I brought a friend, 

he added an extra plate without a word. It wasn't friendliness. It was something more 

valuable: familiarity, recognition. And in a place where I still conjugated verbs slowly, it 

felt like grace. 

I never told the bartender my name. He never asked. But when I slid onto that second stool 

from the end, I was known. As the person who timed her arrival for the first wave of tigres. 

Who ate chistorra with her hands when it was too hot to wait. Who had stopped 

apologising for her Spanish. 

One evening, I gathered courage to say thank you in Basque. “Eskerrik asko.” 

He stopped mid-pour. Met my eye properly for the first time. “Ondo,” he said softly. Good. 

Then added, “Etorri berriz.” Come back again. 

It was the simplest thing. An instruction I had heard a thousand times in a hundred 

restaurants across a dozen countries. But sitting there with a dozen spent pintxo sticks 

piled on my plate, I felt something crack open in my chest. He wasn't being polite. He 

meant it. He had noticed I might not come back. 

Belonging, I came to understand, reveals itself not in grand gestures but in the smallest 

acknowledgements. Briefly, unexpectedly, across a marble counter, handed to you in the 

shape of a bubbling glass. A bartender’s nod that can feel like citizenship when you’ve been 

stateless for too long. Being expected. Being missed when you don’t show up. 

The Return 

The bartender had no idea he was offering me something I hadn't realised I was 

desperately seeking. In a life built on departure dates and visa renewals, he gave me the 

gift of routine. 

How it lingered long after I left Barcelona, moved to another country, learned another set 

of greetings. 

Two years later, while living in London, I visited Barcelona again. Walking the same streets 

with the particular nostalgia reserved for places that once held you, I stepped into the bar. 

The bartender looked up from polishing glasses. “¡Cuánto tiempo!” Not a question. A 

statement tinged with something that sounded almost like reproach, as if I'd been late to 

dinner, not absent for two years. 

He poured my txakoli without asking. The same long arc, the same satisfying break of 

bubbles against glass. Then he disappeared into the kitchen. I heard rapid Basque, urgent 



and low. He emerged moments later with a plate of tigres, still crackling from the fryer, 

golden and perfect. 

“For you,” he said in careful English. “We still make them.” 

I sat on the second stool from the end, and the tears I had been holding since I walked 

through the door finally came. For a moment, in a city I no longer lived in, speaking a 

language I still hadn't mastered, I felt completely at home.


