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Timeless parable set on board a floating lighthouse 

For the crew of the lightship Texel, life is predictable, the living quarters cramped, and the wages 

meagre. During their four-week stint, the men keep watch, take weather measurements, and note the 

names of passing cargo ships. At the centre of this intimate company is the ship’s cook. His three 

regular meals a day offer reassurance and routine in an otherwise isolated, tedious existence on a 

ship that never departs and will never arrive. 

 

Life carries on as usual until the day the cook brings a live buckling on board, which he will fatten 

and slaughter for his favourite stew. The arrival of the sprightly young animal disrupts the ship’s 

daily groove and exposes underlying tensions amongst the crew. What begins as a welcome break in 

the mundane grind soon sows discord, arouses latent fears, and claims victims. 

 

 

Press on Het lichtschip: 

 

‘A jewel, a small book with a big impact.’ 

ALGEMEEN DAGBLAD 

 

‘Deen deftly and poetically evokes the mysterious seafaring world of solitary men in the mist.’ 

TZUM 

 

 

Mathijs Deen (b. 1962) is a radio producer and a writer of non-

fiction, short stories and novels. His short-story collection Brutus 

heeft honger (‘Brutus Is Hungry’) was nominated for the AKO 

Literature Prize. In 2013, his book De Wadden (‘The Wadden 

Islands’) was published to critical acclaim and sold 30,000 copies. 

His novel Onder de mensen (‘Among the People’) was reissued in 

2016. In 2018 he published a collection of travel stories called Over 

oude wegen (‘Down Old Roads: A Journey Through Europe’s 

History’), which was nominated for the Bob den Uyl Prize and won 

the Halewijn Prize. His latest novella, The Lightship, was longlisted 

for the Libris Literature Award and has been translated into German. 
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THE LIGHTSHIP 

 

 

English sample translation: Jonathan Reeder 

chapters 1-8, excluding chapter 7 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

It was not yet summer, just the first week of June, but already a muggy, hazy day on the lightship 

Texel. Everything steamed: the sea under the searing sun, the scrubbed deck outside the open 

portholes, the hash on the plates of the enginemen and the sailors. 

The cook, who had just, as usual, dished up in order of seniority, stopped in the doorway on 

his way to the galley and turned, still holding the empty serving dish. 

He stood there and watched the men eat. 

The youngest sailor looked up from his plate and nudged the engineman next to him. He laid 

down his fork, and soon everyone was staring back at the cook. 

‘You all right, Lammert?’ said Henk Kaag, the eldest crewman. 

But the cook did not answer. 

 

It had been uncommonly hot in the galley that morning. So hot that it had jogged Lammert out of his 

routine. After twice cutting himself in the finger while peeling potatoes, he sent his paring knife 

clattering against the counter, slammed open the stubborn latches on the door to the deck, and 

shouldered into it with his full weight. 

 Slow as the day itself, the heavy iron door swung open and outward. 

 Lammert stepped out onto the deck and squinted against the sunlight that sparkled on the 

water. There were onions to be sliced, the water for the potatoes boiled on a high flame, the stew 

meat had to be turned, yet he stood there staring out over the sea. 

 Everything appeared normal, but underneath the sound of the diesel generator that rose from 

the belly of the Texel, a deeper drone swelled. The cook, who had laid his hands on the railing, felt 
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the approaching sound resonate not only in the ship’s hull, but also somewhere in a remote and 

seldom-visited corner of his memory. He took a step back, as though to conceal himself in the 

shadow of the overhanging upper deck, and straightened his back against the steel wall of the galley. 

He could also have gone inside to the meat that was beginning to caramelize in the scorching butter, 

to the potatoes that threatened to boil dry, to the half-peeled onions that started to shift from the 

rumbling crescendo of the approaching ship’s engine. 

 But he remained in the shadow long enough to see the bow of a passing ship push the glassy 

surface of the sea upwards and break it open. 

 It was a Liberty, worse for wear, rust around the hawsehole, bridge midships, winches fore 

and aft. She had clearly sailed straight for the Texel, probably because she was not equipped with a 

modern navigation system and thus needed to ascertain her own position en route to the Baltic by 

verifying the name of the lightship. This name was painted in large block letters on the Texel’s red 

hull, and despite the haze it was easy enough for a helmsman to read from a responsible distance. 

 So there was no reason, save indifference or recklessness, for the Liberty to pass the lightship 

at not even thirty meters portside. And yet it sailed between the Texel and her eastern anchor buoy. 

Her bow wave pushed the lightship aside and then sucked it a ways back toward her. The anchor 

chain in the prow clattered in the hawsepipe, the antennas above the lantern room lashed back and 

forth. Inside the galley, the onions rolled over the counter. The cook rocked along with the motion, 

up, down, up, down. 

 Once the Liberty had passed, he turned his head away with a jerk and stepped into the galley. 

He hesitated for a moment, disoriented, but then snapped back, added water to the meat, lowered the 

flame under the boiling potatoes, and bent over to pick up the fallen onions. A cloud of steam filled 

the galley and escaped like a ghost through the open door to the deck. The Liberty’s swell had passed 

under the Texel, heading elsewhere, and everything settled down again. 

 

Nothing more had happened that day that he stood in the doorway watching the men eat. The hash he 

had prepared was up to scratch. The beef was tender, the puree velvety, and the beans had just the 

right bite and smelled of mown grass and freshly-grated nutmeg. 

 And for the crew, too, this meal was like any other: the usual comfort food they were served 

with ironclad regularity during their four-week stint on board. The meals broke the days into 

predictable chunks of time; mouthfuls of the life they took on their fork, silently chewed, and 

swallowed down into that dark labyrinth where all the identical days of their working life were 

digested into a slurry of scarcely distinguishable memories. 
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 The men looked forward to mealtimes because, like the tally marks on a prisoner’s wall, each 

meal was one step closer to being able to leave the anchored ship. From the moment during the Great 

Transfer that they clambered up the rope ladder, tossed their duffel bag onto their bunk, and watched 

the Zaandam, which had brought them, disappear into the mist with the crew they were relieving, 

they yearned with all their might for the moment that this same warden would appear on the eastern 

horizon, like a sunrise, to come fetch them. 

 The Warden, this is what they called the tender-ship Zaandam. 

 

The odd sailor would have a recurring dream at night: that, as soon as the Zaandam lay alee of the 

Texel, he could, like the Redeemer himself, walk over the bulging water, his footsteps blazing with 

sea sparkle. And that he would thus leave the lightship for good, as though it were his mother. 

 The reality was that the men, when their four weeks were up and the Zaandam came to fetch 

them, mainly had to take care that they did not drown during this first stage of heading ashore. They 

stood lined up on the deck and watched as the dinghy sploshed onto the water. Then, so that there 

was no turning back, they first tossed their duffel bag into the rocking dinghy, and then came the 

moment when they would take the death-defying leap from the rope ladder, pushing off from the 

hull, away from the lightship. It was a jump to freedom, away from this prison, away from the 

fruitlessness and melancholy of this anchored ship that never departed and would never arrive. 

 

The men looked, and the cook stared back. And then the Texel began to roll lightly; the first sign of a 

change of weather. The cook rocked along with the ship. And he began to speak. 

 ‘Gule kambing,’ he said, ‘but then with goat buckling, not yet weaned. Eat that, and then 

you’ll know how tender stew meat can be. That sticks with you, you’ll never forget it.’ 
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The cook spent his fortnight’s shore leave in his own house. It stood close to the church on a quiet 

terp within earshot of the sea. 

The house was constructed of the dirty-yellow bricks of the northern coastal region. The 

woodwork and doors were painted dark green; rust-red tiles clad the peaked roof. With the exception 

of the hallway, the entire ground floor was taken up by a small living room. The kitchen, laundry, 

bath, and lavatory were located in a small annex. The door leading from the kitchen to the enclosed 

backyard was a ‘stable door’ construction, allowing its top half to open while the lower half 

remained shut. It was here that Lammert drank his morning coffee and smoked a hand-rolled 

cigarette, his elbows leaning on the closed hatch. He looked at the apple tree out back, at the wind in 

the tall treetops in the churchyard, at the crows in the steeple, at the smoke that escaped from his lips. 

The countertop radio was tuned to the BBC World Service, but with the volume so low that the talks 

were impossible to follow. 

Every spring he sanded the window frames and the eaves and gave them a fresh coat of paint. 

The garden fence, too, was given the same meticulous care. He never had visitors, but with the 

villagers on the terp or the farmer in the neighbouring village where he got his milk and cheese he 

engaged, with apparent ease, in the kind of small talk about concrete but bottomless subjects that are 

part and parcel of village life: drought, livestock diseases, storm damage, harvest, pests, fires, 

carbide, ailments, newcomers, births, marriages, death. 

As he was a man of the sea, the locals accepted that he was an outsider and only marginally 

took part in village and club life. This also meant that no one knew any more of him than that, before 

taking up the post of cook on the lightship, he had cooked on the Rotterdam and the Barentsz. And 

that his father had also been a seaman. A few suspected a connection with the Indies. No one knew 

about the camp. 

There was scarcely anything in or around his house that pointed to his past. Above the sofa 

hung a painted seascape, in the kitchen a barometer. On his desk stood a whale’s tooth with holes 

drilled into it, which served as a penholder. In a low bookcase was a row of books he had inherited 

concerning navigation and meteorology, a few pilots of the Pacific Islands, the East and West 

Atlantic, and the Red Sea. Churchill’s Memoirs of the Second World War was there, too, a first 

edition in six volumes, unread. 
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There was just that one photograph, framed, atop the television that was never on: he as a 

smiling boy of nine, small beside his father with his long coat, skipper’s cap and taut features, as 

though at attention, his fists clenched. Next to him, smaller in a light raincoat, his mother, hair in a 

bun, looking away crossly. They were fresh from the Indrapura, on the quay in Rotterdam, a Liberty 

steaming past in the background. 

What little else he had saved from his past was packed away in a trunk in the attic, accessible 

via a wooden ladder from the bedroom upstairs. Despite being stocky, stooped, and a tad gimpy, 

Lammert was surprisingly agile on ladders, which served him well during the Great Transfer. But 

this small ladder to the darkness of his past, he had not climbed in years. 

 

The day after returning home, having risen early, Lammert stood indecisively at the foot of the 

ladder, wiped the dust from the rounded rungs with his hand, decided against ascending it after all, 

went down to the kitchen, pushed open the upper half of the door, made coffee, rolled a cigarette, 

and stood leaning on the door for a while, watching it warm up in the yard. 

 Then he went to the counter and smeared a slice of bread with peanut butter and sambal, both 

homemade. Having been a smoker from a very young age had taken its toll on his sense of smell, but 

the aroma of the spicy sambal still filtered through to him. He twisted the lid onto the jar, then 

twisted it off again, sniffed it once more, and, leaving his bread behind untouched, climbed the stairs 

to the bedroom and again stood at the base of the ladder to the attic. 

 This time he did climb it, turned slightly sideways and his feet parallel with the rungs. Once 

at the top, he planted his hands on the attic floor, pushed himself up that last bit, and twisted his body 

as he settled onto the planks, next to the trunk, legs dangling over the edge. He opened the trunk and 

sniffed, without smelling much, the air that rose up from his past. With both hands he took the box 

with his father’s sextant, set it mindfully onto the floor planks next to him, lifted two batiked sheets 

and looked into the darkness in search of his mother’s Hague cookbook that was stowed away in 

there somewhere. He picked it up and slid it under his shirt, replaced the batiks, laid the sextant on 

top of them, closed the trunk, and went back down the ladder. 

 In the kitchen he laid the cookbook next to his plate. He ate his bread, got up, rinsed the plate 

and the knife, wiped the crumbs from the table into the palm of his hand, threw them through the 

half-opened door into the yard, put away the plate and knife, sat back down, and opened the 

cookbook. 

 In amongst the stamppot recipes, his mother had slid a few sheets of sparsely handwritten 

paper. Time had faded the ink and yellowed the paper. Lammert got up, walked over to his desk to 
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fetch his reading glasses, and stood in the open kitchen door with the pages in his hand. His mother’s 

handwriting did not leave him cold. He cursed to himself and read. He knew the first lines by heart: 

 

For little Lammert, to be prepared according to his own taste and discretion. These 

are the basic ingredients, assembled in camp SOLO and AMBARAWA by your 

mother and other women. 

Approximately two servings. 

 

‘Approximately two servings,’ he grumbled, shook his head, and read further. He did not know the 

recipes inside out, and the letters were in the impatient handwriting so familiar to him. He leafed 

through the five sheets until he found what he was looking for: gule kambing. He perused the 

ingredients, repeated them in a whisper, until he had not only deciphered the words, but understood 

how the recipe worked. He guardedly forged his way through the list, searching, as if to retrieve a 

treasure from under a dragon. There she was again, his mother, glowering at him from behind the 

recipe’s words, entirely absorbed in her own woes and suffering. He saw what she had exaggerated, 

what was the consequence of homesickness and what of hunger, where she boasted, where she ran 

off at the mouth, where she was aggrieved or overly begrudging. There was always something in the 

recipe that spoiled it, that made life even more difficult than it already was. 

 He went inside, took a notebook, and began to write. 

 ‘Ain’t nobody home, baby,’ he sang quietly to himself. ‘Once upon a time, a long long time 

ago, wherever you’d lead me, I would surely follow … pum pum pum… now you’re standing on my 

doorstep, but this time, baby, it’s your turn to beg, ain’t nobody home.’ 
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Beitske, the only woman farmer on the terp, hadn’t kept cows in years. Just before the introduction 

of milk tanks, she had got rid of her animals, together with the buckets and milking stool, and had 

used the tractor to dig up her pasture to sow winter carrots. A few years later she switched to 

broccoli, a newfangled vegetable that was gaining in popularity. She went from being a livestock 

owner to a vegetable farmer. 

 But not entirely. For she could never bring herself to relinquish her small flock of sheep. Not 

that she really earned anything from them, but without sheep there would be no life on the farm 

anymore, and, already unattached, she dreaded this. A stalk of broccoli says nothing, and an entire 

broccoli harvest, this is massive silence. 

 So she kept about twenty head of sheep, as well as a handful of goats which, like the sheep, 

she allowed to lamb, so that, should a newborn be rejected or otherwise fall between the cracks, there 

would always be a nursing goat on hand to take over. She gave the kids away as soon as possible, 

especially if they were bucklings. There were always village children willing to bottle-feed a 

buckling to maturity. 

 ‘I’ve still got ’em, but they’re stubborn,’ Beitske said to the cook, who had come round to her 

land and asked if she had already given away her goats. It was a redundant question, the lead-in to a 

leisurely conversation. Anyone could see that there were goats amongst her sheep. 

 ‘Look,’ Beitske said, and she led Lammert around to the side of the large, thatched shed that 

looked out over the pasture lower down the terp. The sheep were grazing. A small gang of lambs ran 

along the fence. The goats stuck together off in the farthest corner of the pasture. 

 ‘You see? Plenty of grass.’ 

 ‘Plenty of grass,’ Lammert said. 

 ‘But they still want to get out, those goats, no matter how good the grazing is. Always 

running off, looking for better grass somewhere else.’ 

 ‘A goat wants to get away,’ Lammert empathized. 

 ‘A goat wants out,’ said Beitske. 

 ‘A sheep’ll stay with you forever,’ said Lammert. 

 Beitske laughed. ‘A sheep, yes.’ 
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 They stood there watching the flock in silence. Swallows swooped low over the still-unshorn 

backs. 

 ‘But then again, a goat doesn’t mind nursing a lamb,’ Beitske said. ‘So I keep a few of them 

around.’ 

 ‘I see you’ve still got a buckling,’ Lammert said. 

 ‘No good for anything,’ Beitske said. ‘But I can’t find anyone for it.’ 

 ‘The girls already have a buck,’ said Lammert. 

 ‘More’s the pity,’ said Beitske. 

 It was a bit of a strange thing to say, but Lammert did not need to know what she meant by it, 

and Beitske wasn’t about to explain. They stood shoulder to shoulder looking at the buckling, which 

leapt sideways a few times, all four legs at once, and landed on a recumbent sheep. 

 ‘I’ll have him,’ said Lammert. 

 Beitske laughed. 

 ‘I mean it.’ 

 Beitske looked at Lammert and stopped laughing. ‘For the slaughter,’ she said. ‘’Course.’ 

 ‘Mm-hmm, on the ship,’ said Lammert. 

 They looked back at the flock. 

 ‘They say the meat’s delicious,’ Beitske said. ‘You’ll do it yourself?’ 

 The cook remained silent, rubbed his eyes. He coughed. It rather looked like he was irritated. 

 ‘I’ll come fetch him next week,’ he said. ‘You want something for him?’ 

 ‘Haven’t asked anything in years,’ said Beitske. 

 ‘Next week,’ said Lammert, and he raised his hand as a goodbye. 

 Beitske let it sink in, then broke into a laugh. 

 ‘An animal like that, on a ship,’ she called out to him. ‘Just take care, he’ll want out.’ 

 ‘They all do, there,’ Lammert replied, without looking back. 

  



11 
 

 

 

4 

 

 

The day Lammert walked onto the quay at Den Helder where the Zaandam was moored, his duffel 

bag on his back and the buckling on a rope, there was a sturdy, at times gusty wind. The stays on the 

ships whistled, the flags were taut. The Zaandam, too, seemed to lean slightly against the quay. 

 At wind force 7 and higher the Great Transfer was postponed, as it was too risky to ferry the 

men from the one ship to the other in the open sea during a storm. And since the lightship 

Noordhinder, which lay fourteen miles from Westkapelle, had reported a ‘south seven’ earlier that 

morning with waves of nearly three meters, the skipper hesitated. He took the reassuring messages 

from the Texel itself with a grain of salt. Around the Great Transfer, the Texel never sent anything 

but reassuring messages about wind speed and wave height. There was nothing the crew dreaded 

more than a delay in the relief crew arriving. Rather risk one’s life in the dinghy than spend one more 

day on the ship. 

 ‘Five, with the occasional bump to six,’ the Texel reported over the radio. ‘Maximum sixty 

centimetres here, and by the time you arrive it’ll be wind with tide. Over… Zaandam… Over?’ 

 But the Zaandam’s skipper did not reply. From the bridge he was distracted by the sight of 

the cook approaching with an animal on a rope. At first he thought it was a dog, but it leapt about 

capriciously the way a dog would not, as though it was being blown upwards, all four legs at once, 

by the gusts of wind. 

 ‘All right, we’ll head out,’ he said, and signed off. 

 

The skipper had appeared at the head of the gangway by the time Lammert and his buckling reached 

the Zaandam. In an attempted show of authority, he had put on his cap and looked down at the cook. 

 ‘What’s the story, chef?’ he asked. 

 The cook had drawn in the rope and, the buckling pressed against his legs, stood looking up 

at the skipper. He briefly brought his hand, in a salute of sorts, to his hairline. Always that mockery. 

The skipper never did manage to get used to it. 

 ‘We’re coming on board,’ Lammert said. 

 ‘No livestock,’ said the skipper. 

 ‘It’s not livestock, Gijs, it’s provisions.’ 
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 The buckling, jittery from the wind, the absence of a pasture, and the whistling of the wind in 

the flags and stays, butted its head against the cook’s legs and tried to scramble up the gangway. 

 ‘You planning to cut its throat here on board, then?’ 

 ‘I’m in no hurry,’ Lammert replied. ‘What’s alive won’t spoil.’ 

 ‘It’s against the rules,’ said the skipper. In a reflex he bent over and reached out to prevent the 

restless buckling from falling between the ship and the quay wall. The cook, who knew he had won, 

let the rope slacken. The buckling jumped on board. 

 ‘Men with principles—we all know what becomes of them,’ Lammert said. The skipper 

looked down at the buckling. Now the cook, too, stepped on board. 

 ‘No one saw it,’ said Lammert. 

 ‘Everyone saw it, Lammert.’ 

 The cook shrugged. 

 ‘We’re looking at six to seven,’ the skipper said. ‘You’ll never get that thing onto the Texel. 

And I’m not bringing him back.’ 

 ‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way, skipper,’ said the cook. 

 

It was a rough sail to the Texel. Leaving port was easy. The Marsdiep channel, in this south wind, 

was protected by the mainland, but at De Helsdeur the heaving seas hit the Zaandam head-on. This 

was no wind force five. The Zaandam pounded on for a mile, changed course due west and took the 

rollers from the side. 

 Lammert sat on the aft deck and, as was his routine, had started peeling potatoes together 

with the cabin boy, the youngest sailor. The buckling had jumped onto the chest of life vests but 

could not get a grip with his hooves on the lacquered wood and tumbled off it. The cook pulled in the 

rope and with his elbow clamped the creature tightly against his side. It calmed down somewhat and 

looked around, bleating softly. Now and then he stuck his nose into the growing pile of potato peels. 

Then he was quiet for the moment. 

 A few sailors gathered round to watch the goings-on, crack jokes, and offer commentary. The 

cook paid them no attention, calmly went on with his peeling. Occasionally a cloud of churning bow 

water crashed past, and he clamped the buckling a bit tighter against his side. 

 He only looked up when the ETO, the electro-technical officer, also came over and asked 

what the buckling’s name was. 

 The ETO, whose name was Kees, was a ranking officer of the lightship, and protocol required 

that he should be addressed with a certain decorum. 
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 But the cook, who had learned to suppress his old fear of authority under an air of 

stubbornness and belligerence, looked up and stared him straight in the eye. 

 ‘Do you want anything to eat on board?’ he said. 

 ‘Of course, chef,’ answered Kees. 

 ‘Then just stick to your diesel and your lights and leave me to my own business.’ He tossed a 

potato peel at his feet. ‘Otherwise, there’s your lunch.’ 

 And to the youngest sailor: ‘Boy, there’s a bottle and milk powder in the galley. Give the 

buckling something to drink. He could use some fattening.’ 
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The Zaandam took nearly an hour longer than usual to reach the Texel. And because it was a south 

wind and ebb tide, and as the lightship’s bow pointed straight into the wind in the ebb stream, there 

was as much sea on the port as on the starboard side. Neither ship could offer shelter to the other, let 

alone to a dinghy. The Zaandam pulled up at a safe distance to the Texel; the ships thumped the 

waves sisterly, side-by-side. 

 ‘If they want off so badly, then they’d better lower their sloop,’ said Gijs, the skipper of the 

Zaandam. 

 The retiring crew stood in a row on the deck of the lightship, duffel bags in hand. They stared 

at the Zaandam and looked down at the waves. The winch on the upper deck jolted into action, lifted 

the dinghy upwards. The boat swung in the wind. 

 One of the lightship’s enginemen dragged a can of fuel oil to the foredeck, waited until the 

dinghy was hanging just above the water, and then dumped the can’s contents overboard. The oil 

made the waves, at first frothy from the wind, go glassy and flat. The Zaandam steamed forward 

slightly, its bow towards the Texel, and then began to slowly back up. The sea calmed somewhat, 

until it gave the impression of the belly of a gigantic, fat, heavily breathing beast. 

 The dinghy rose and fell on the swelling waves. With a dull thud, the duffel bags landed on 

the floor of the boat. Then the men descended the rope ladder one by one, hesitated at the wobbling 

bottom rung, waited when the dinghy vanished into the trough, jumped when it rose to the crest. This 

was no easy manoeuvre, and the men got bruised in the process. And everything was covered in oil. 

Slithery as snails, they finally bobbed over to the Zaandam and clambered with slipping hands up the 

short metal ladder. 

 

The cook had stuffed the buckling, head and all, into his duffel bag, knotted the cord tightly, and tied 

it to his back: a jerking, bleating hunchback on his stocky body. He looked at the oil on the waves 

and muttered something to the buckling. The hooves jabbed into his back. He shifted the duffel bag 

and watched as the provisions were lowered into the dinghy. 

 The Zaandam was actually a buoy tender, with a freeboard and winch low on the prow, 

making it easier to lower things into the water or to hoist them back out. Quite different from the 
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permanently anchored lightship, which had to be able to withstand hurricanes, and stood like a 

fortress in the sea. 

 The cook watched, dismayed, as oil sloshed over the pallets of food. He reached back with 

his hand and stroked, as best he could, the duffel bag to soothe the buckling. Once the last pallet had 

been lowered into the dinghy, he stepped forward. 

 ‘I’ll go along,’ he said. 

 ‘Throw your bag in,’ directed the oarsman. 

 But Lammert shook his head, turned around, planted his feet on the ladder, sought and found 

the next rung, and the next, and for a moment he and the violently shuddering bale on his back hung 

between ship and sea. Then he stepped into the sloop and grabbed hold of a pallet of applesauce. The 

weight of the duffel bag pulled him off balance, he took a step back and regained his footing in the 

wobbling boat. The buckling stopped bleating and pissed itself in panic. The warm urine spread over 

Lammert’s back and trickled down his spine. 

 ‘Just stand still,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t let on.’ 

 ‘Sit down, chef,’ the oarsman shouted. 

 But Lammert stood, appeared not to hear, struggled against his mounting fear. Even when the 

dinghy pushed off from the Zaandam and laboured over the oily, swelling waves towards the Texel, 

he remained standing, as though under a flag, as though on a grave. 

 That he was at sea, that there were waves, that the dinghy danced on the roiling water: none 

of it appeared to sink in. Once alongside the Texel, he grasped the rope ladder and, as if going up to 

the attic at home, he climbed on board, the buckling quiet in his duffel bag. The sound of the wind 

and the diesel motor, the smell of oil and metal: none of it reached him any longer. 

 He ignored an outstretched hand and without a greeting he stepped on deck, ducked through 

the door that led inside, went down the stairs to his cabin, pulled open the door, shut it behind him, 

lifted the bail off his back, freed the buckling, which stretched its legs and looked around, frightened, 

took of his dirty clothes and lay down on his bunk. 

 ‘They didn’t notice,’ he said. ‘We made it.’ He closed his eyes. ‘Now just wait until they’ve 

gone.’ 

 It was a long while before his legs stopped trembling and the fear crept back into the darkness 

of his heart. 
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Only when he could hear the Zaandam’s engine fade as it pulled away from the Texel did Lammert 

sit up. He put on his cook’s outfit, picked up the buckling, which was gnawing at his pillowcase, and 

carried it to the deck. It was just past noon, the officers had already eaten before the delayed Great 

Transfer, and had withdrawn, after all the tumult of the coming and going, to their cabins at the 

ship’s aft for their afternoon nap. Only the helmsman, Jan de Ruyter, was on the bridge for the 

twelve-to-four watch. Sailor Gerrit Pike had been given first deck duty and stood on the aft deck, 

scooping seawater with a bucket in order to measure the sea’s temperature for the hourly report to 

the national weather service. 

 The cook put down the buckling, untied its rope. And off it ran, the hooves clattering on the 

teakwood deck, towards the bow, where there was an oblong opening in the upward-sloping bulwark 

for one of the two emergency anchors. The opening was large enough for the buckling to jump 

through. The waves thrashed below. 

 ‘Goddamn,’ the cook cursed, and he hobbled after the buckling as fast as he could, which 

only caused the to animal panic even more and, aided by the swell of the sea, to make uncontrollable 

sideways leaps. He tripped and fell, scrambled back up, and galloped further. 

 Under the hawsehole was a wooden box where the anchor chain was fastened. As if to use it 

as a springboard to freedom, away from this ship, he pushed off, landed with all four feet at once on 

the lacquered wood of the box, skidded, rolled over, and fell onto the deck with his legs spread. 

Lammert pounced on him. 

 ‘Damned idiot,’ he panted. 

 The buckling yelped. He tried to free himself from the cook’s grasp, his legs flailing, but 

Lammert had him in a firm hold. He clamped his hand around the animal’s snout and tucked it into 

his armpit, which muted the bleating. He stood thus, catching his breath, until the buckling calmed 

down. 

 Pike had approached and stood there with his bucket. He looked at the hole. 

 ‘A net,’ he said. ‘Then he can’t get through.’ 
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 The cook closed his eyes, regained his breath. He nodded, said nothing further to Pike, and 

carried the buckling back downdeck to the galley, and shut the door behind him. There he placed him 

on the floor. He leaned against the counter and looked down for a time in silence at the animal. 

 ‘A goat wants to get away,’ he said at last. 

 The buckling was startled by his voice. They looked at each other. 

 ‘I’m not going to name you,’ said the cook. ‘I’m not going to talk to you. That you want out, 

I understand. But you can’t. There’s nothing to be done about it. We’re all prisoners here. That 

includes you.’ 

 

He left the kitchen, closed the door behind him, walked to his cabin, took the cigar box from his 

duffel bag, and brought it back with him to the galley. The buckling moved its ears when he 

returned, but otherwise stood stock-still. 

 The cook set the cigar box on the counter, undid the elastic band that kept it shut, and started 

removing its contents. Soon an uncommon aroma filled the galley, eclipsing the smell of tobacco. 

The scent of cinnamon and fresh nutmeg was not out of the ordinary, but the lemon grass, the 

coconut, the anise seed, the cardamom, the candlenuts, the coriander, the cumin, and even the ginger 

and turmeric had never been on the lightship before. The curious buckling sniffed at the air. 

 ‘We have to keep it fresh for a while,’ the cook said. ‘We’re in no hurry.’ And he stowed the 

Oriental spices in the freezer. 
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That evening, when the cook served the soup to the officers in the wardroom (the captain, spread out 

in his usual spot, the ETO and the helmsman side-by-side on the bench across from him, the laid 

raised-edge table in between them) and the men tucked their napkins under their chin, and the space 

was filled with the smell of julienne and steam, the captain cleared his throat and addressed the cook. 

 ‘I noticed a sailor with a goat, chef.’ 

 Lammert nodded, went around the table, and dished up for the helmsman. 

 ‘It’s a buckling, captain,’ he said. ‘I brought him on board.’ 

 He walked behind the helmsman, dished up for the ETO. 

 The captain watched as the soup came to rest in the plates across from him. 

 ‘Bon appetit, gentlemen,’ said Lammert. 

 While the officers would normally mutter the same, a silence now hung above the plates. 

 ‘What are the buckling’s tasks, chef? What is he to us?’ 

 ‘The buckling is to become a stew, captain,’ said the cook. He placed the lid back on the soup 

terrine. The self-control was evident in his shoulders. The captain, who was aware that the cook did 

not take well to criticism, considered his words. 

 ‘We had a dog on board on the Terschellingerbank,’ he said. ‘It never once went ashore. It 

got old and died on the ship. We even buried him at sea.’ 

 The helmsman and the ETO nodded. Everyone knew of the dog on the Terschellingerbank. 

 ‘Kettle,’ said the ETO, recalling the dog’s name. 

 ‘Everyone doffed his hat,’ said the captain. ‘I even read from the Bible. About Noah’s Ark.’ 

He looked into his soup. ‘Such a quiet splash,’ he said. 

 ‘May I go, captain?’ asked the cook. ‘I have to get to the stove. The meat’s cooking.’ 

 ‘Where’ll you keep the goat?’ 

 ‘I’d like to make an enclosure under the light, captain.’ 

 The captain nodded. 
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 ‘It’s against regulations, Lammert,’ he said. ‘I’ll let is pass this time.’ He picked up his spoon, 

hesitated, laid it back down. ‘A recipe from the Indies, I presume?’ 

  ‘Yes,’ answered the cook, shortly. 

 The captain nodded, probed the cook with a quick glance at his eyes. 

 ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Goat, East Indies goat. Gule kambing, I suppose?’ 

 All those present feared that the captain would launch into a narration of his travels in the 

merchant marine and his culinary reminiscences of the harbours of the Indonesian archipelago. But 

he restrained himself. 

 ‘And who will slaughter the animal?’ 

 The cook gazed out of the porthole, as though he had not heard the question. ‘I’ll do that 

myself,’ he said at last. 

 The captain raised his eyebrows, picked up his spoon, and said, ‘That’s settled, then,’ and 

started on the soup. Lammert, who concluded that the conversation was over, turned and left the 

wardroom. 
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