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  Chapter one
The Volunteer Victim


With an enigmatic sigh, Lem pushed firmly against the stark metal handle of his building exit door. The door refused to yield, offering stubborn, silent protest. The morning had commenced, as it usually did, as a debacle, and he hadn't even left the building. Lem’s gaunt reflection sneered willfully at him from the sterile glass. He paused for a moment and glared back. He didn't stare to satisfy any notion of vanity, but to check that the core elements of his appearance were in order. He needed to make sure he had no more mishaps. 
His morning had begun with a familiar howl from his alarm, which cut decisively through the fragile truce he had made with his thoughts during the night. On this particular day, his eagerness to wake compelled him to reach out more swiftly than usual. Missing the button to silence the alarm, he had knocked over the glass of water by his bed, sending it crashing unceremoniously to the floor. But nothing was going to spoil this day. Lem had leapt up to seize the moment, colliding painfully with the frame of his bed, which seemed to be in an obstinate mood. The lump on his shin throbbed as he had hurried through his preparations. 
A second attempt at the apartment complex door, saw the stubborn latch surrender its rusty grip, allowing Lem to liberate himself into the world. The walkway light flickered a wave to celebrate his exit, drawing webbed shadows on the paint peeling from the wall. A light rain had formed a chorus line of cheers and caressed the side of his face as the slam of the door thumped its unhappy farewell. Lem had to gather himself, stoically, as he walked toward the station. 
‘Just breathe,’ he sighed. These were the words Mollie would always say, but now they tasted like paste.
Lem had not expected to see the dream photographer so soon. Instead he had assumed he would go on a tedious, lengthy waiting list. He was even more surprised when he received the confirmation out of the blue to attend an appointment the next day. So little time to prepare.
It wasn’t like Lem hadn’t had a long series of appointments with other people. First, with doctors who sanctimoniously told him to eat more vegetables, less sugar, and lead a balanced lifestyle, or take this pill. Lem couldn’t make them understand that it didn’t matter what he ate or how much he undertook, vigorous but gentle exercise, the apprehension didn’t subside. The psychiatrists seemed to understand better but appeared to have a predilection for the relationship he had with his mother. They wanted to lead it down some sordid sexual path. It was some fixation they had. Maybe too much Freud on the bookshelf.  Since Lem was an orphan, how could any of this possibly be connected to his mother?
It surprised Lem little that the public transport journey had been it’s usual mix of tedious insanity. He had missed his original tram by the nearest of margins and had to wait patiently for the next. He had spent the time playing with his metal key ring. The half heart was smooth to the touch from years of being rubbed to a fine polish. With the fob in his hand his mind had raced, but his heart had slowed. 
After a short wait, Lem had risen quickly and clumsily to greet the arriving tram. As was his way, he had lined up his toes with the flaking iridescent tape marking the road. The hulking carriage seemed to take an eternity to cover the fifty-metre distance it needed to come level. In an apparent warning to his feet, the advertising on the side had screamed 'GAP' at him as the tram slid silently to a stop.
“Open the door,” he had barked loudly at the driver, within a second of the tram pulling up. “Some of us have places to be.”
The driver returned Lem’s request with the same look of contempt he’d come to expect from every tram operator he had ever encountered. 
‘Did they teach that,’ Lem had wondered. Maybe the tram service just attracted men with especially flexible lower eyeball connections.
Lem had taken his seat and waited for the three other passengers to take theirs. He had eyed them impatiently. There was a girl in a hoodie who looked like she had just come home from a night out. 
Prostitution.
Drug use.
Electronic dance music. 
Maybe she was involved in the black arts, witchcraft, or magic. Lem’s mind meandered through options like an elastic band. She wasn’t particularly pretty and seemed to have used makeup to detract, creating a tempestuous storm around her eyes.
The second commuter was a student who Lem gave no more than a sideways glance. The student had already taken his seat and looked ready to begin the journey.
Lem reserved the core of his ire for the elderly passenger attempting to manoeuvre an old style shopping cart into the luggage area. Seeing the delay, and needing to get things moving, he had risen abruptly to his feet and grabbed the cart roughly, shouting shakily, “I will do it." 
In single swift motion he had hoisted it high above the rail, and plunged the cart down hard into the luggage rack.
The task complete, Lem had turned sharply and called to the driver, “We are all ready!” as he regained his seat.
“Thank you dear,” he had heard a whisper from the seat behind him. The smell of lanolin wafted forward from the brown-clad figure.
'How many shades of the same colour can someone wear,' Lem wondered. He raised his hand in a vague, dismissive wave?
The old lady wore a buffeted tan overcoat slightly open to show a coffee-coloured jumper with chocolate stripes. Her chestnut woollen scarf was likely the lanolin culprit. It looked like it was from the nineteen fifties and had made its way to the present through daily use, not locked away in a box or in some fantastic time warp. Lem’s gaze had darted wildly from the russet beret to the smoky topaz glasses, finally resting on the smile that accompanied the voice. The gratitude was warm, and her eyes were open and kind.
“We don’t all have that much time Mother!” he had exclaimed desperately.
"Sorry dear,” she had replied, the corners of her smile straining slightly.
With the passengers intact, the tram had finally pulled away, reaching cruising speed quickly. It was an easy journey, but Lem tensed. He was always uneasy when he was late, and he was always late. Lem returned to the work of rubbing hard on his keychain, hoping the friction would speed up time. When he stopped they had reached Station Blaak, to pick up a single office worker. Lem pondered that it must have been one of those cool, open-plan offices where everyone wore casual clothes and attended team-building sessions more than once a week. Maybe they had a ‘Pizza Fridays’. Lem knew very little about office work, it was just his speculation. He didn’t spare the new passenger another glance. His cold indifference was a quiet, simmering protest. How dare they interrupt this journey?
His most important journey.
The tram surged forward, rattling at full tilt, as if sensing the urgency in his chest. Just one stop to go. He let out a slow breath and loosened his grip on the fob in his pocket, his finger tips now brushing it with almost reverent care.He might just make it in time. The tram crested the final incline, groaning against the effort. Lem leaned forward, heart pounding, eyes locked on the stop as it came into view. A cage of glass and steel, reflecting what little sun the sky could muster. It was empty. Completely and eerily empty. A chill crept down his spine. 
Something must have been wrong.
Returning to the journey, Lem's heart had risen and burst into an endless cascade of glittering fireworks. Thanks to the empty stop he was now pretty sure he was going to make it. To show his supreme confidence he had even taken his hands out of his pockets and gripped the shimmering silver bar of the seat in front of him. Without meaning to, Lem had let out a huge gleaming smile. 
If anyone was watching, he was fairly certain they wouldn’t understand, or possibly wouldn’t even see it as a happy smile. 
But it was a very happy event, right up to the moment the tram bell let out its doleful chime.
Lem had almost torn a neck muscle as his head whipped around to see the brown-clad pensioner release the signal button. The aura of her speckled wrists soaked in the tram light like ripened bananas giving a wave, before the sandy glove and the tan coat closed the gap returning them to darkness.
“You need to get off the tram right now mother,” he had exclaimed!
She had looked at him with her kind, wide eyes and replied in a soothing voice. 
"Yes dear, this market has a special on shampoo. It’s the only way what money I have can stretch.”
Lem felt he had been left with little choice, so he leapt to his feet and slipped in front of her before she could fill the aisle.
“I will get your trolley,” he had shouted over his shoulder.
“It’s OK,” her words had trailed off in Lem’s ears. He really needed a quick turnaround, not a fumbling few minutes of eternity. 
The extraction hadn’t been an F1 stop, but he had the trolley out on the footpath before the pensioner even reached the exit. Grabbing her elbow to give assistance,which she gladly took, he deposited her beside her waiting trolley in record time.
She turned to thank him, but he was already gone. 
Lem received another dull glance from the driver, who nodded casually, alluding to the fact that Lem was a good citizen for helping the elderly.
'Whatever helps you sleep' he thought. 'Just get this metal beast moving.'
He had slipped his hands back into his coat and rubbed furiously at his metal fob. 
'Now,' he had thought gleefully, 'the next one is my stop'. 
The tram had halted, annoyingly, at a red light, waiting for two cyclists to cross first. Lem was at fever pitch. He had risen to his feet, ready to scream, but instead stood tapping his foot against the rubber lining of the tram’s top step. 
He pressed the button. 
Then again, just to be sure.
He glanced nervously up at the driver, searching for any sign of recognition that he wanted to get off.
Without any fanfare, the tram had pulled up at his stop. The large doors of steel and glass parted, revealing Lem to the world as he hurriedly stepped down and moved on his way. To confirm just how badly late he was, Lem had pulled his phone from his jacket pocket. The lip of the pocket had worn through due to so many time checks. It was four minutes past nine. The silly old woman had added another minute to his already late schedule. 
The bakery was only two minutes from the stop but he had decided the only way to make up time was to run. Lem had never been a good runner.  Sport, in general, was never his forte. When he was a kid others took to football, hockey, squash, or tennis, but Lem had trouble with his eyesight over distance, and his knees suffered from severe synchronisation issues. The smooth, methodical mechanism of running had always remained a never-ending mystery to him. 
But in that desperate moment, it seemed the only option.
“Damn that brown lump to an eternity in black,” he had muttered under his breath as he set off. 
The streets were empty in that section of Rotterdam, so he had a clear run for a short while before the fog from his mouth came puffing out with the thickness of a French chowder. After about sixty metres, he had slowed to a walk, taken a series of deep, strained breaths, and waited while the air warmed enough for his lungs to settle. Up ahead, so tantalisingly close, he could see the light outside the bakery where they had agreed to meet. Lem took one last breath and braced himself for the cold pain in his chest before he set off on that final definitive run. 
Finally at the door, Lem had snatched out his phone. 
Six minutes late. 
His face had flushed with embarrassment as the taunts of his childhood echoed in his head.
‘Late again Lem’. 
He had taken another breath, slipped the phone back into his worn pocket, and pushed forcefully on the bakery door. 
Locked! 
'What the...' 
Lem's shoulders slumped in defeat. How could the bakery possibly be closed? Why would anyone set up a meeting at a place that wasn't open? 
Still recovering from the small but energetic run, he had pulled out his phone again to double-check the time. He was late, but it was correct. Frustrated he had returned his phone to his pocket. Maybe he got the address wrong? Lem had reached in to pull out his phone again but in his haste, he had torn more of the lining from around his jacket pocket. The phone tumbled to the pavement and lay lifeless. Lem chastised himself and quickly picked it up. 
The phone had begun to vibrate, and the Nokia logo had quickly come onto the screen. 
“Oh No!” he cried out. The seconds rushed by vexatiously while the phone went through its boot procedure.
Ten seconds.
'It must be broken' Lem had thought. Twenty seconds more passed, but all that stared back at Lem from the black screen was his own frustrated reflection, clouded by finger prints.
“Now, what else can go wrong today?” he had muttered to himself.
Lem stuffed his phone back in his pocket and turned back to the bakery. There were no “Back in Five” signs, no opening hours, and no lights he could see on the inside. Just a solitary outdoor L.E.D globe above the sign 'The Dream Bakery'. When he had first heard the name, he thought it was a great place to meet. He saw it as a sign his troubles were over. 
Lem had struggled with his dreams since he was a kid. He would wake up in the middle of the night crying, screaming, and shouting. He moved, and kicked, and walked, wandering into things in the night. He was never going to be an Olympian, but if Lem was honest, he wasn’t slightly close to being coordinated, even when he was awake. He could never master physical things. His lack of physical activity during the day had probably been what had kept him so active at night.
As a boy, Lem had grown up in a small apartment in Rotterdam with his aunt, Mollie. She had always worked hard to put food on the table and to make ends meet. As a small child, when living a life of less, Lem hadn’t realised what he was missing. He felt he had everything he needed.  Lem had never known his parents. Mollie once told him they’d died when he was very young, and the way her face changed made it clear, this wasn’t something to ask about. He quickly learned not to press for details. 
Still, he remembered believing his childhood was perfect. There were lazy afternoons in the park with fries dipped in mayonnaise, and storybooks read aloud in soft, warm tones. They’d play dress-up in mismatched costumes, and toys seemed to appear like treasures, waiting for him around every corner. 
Mollie seemed to know his habits and movements so well. She would often catch him sleep walking and lead him back to bed, making sure he didn’t bump into anything. She would wake him up from his sleep, making him feel less detached in those strange moments. She calmed his fears when he was anxious, and amused him when he was lonely or scared. She pre-empted some of his worst dreams, waking him from them and soothing him gently when he was agitated. He never really understood how she did it. Later, he wondered if she’d been watching his dreams instead of just waking him from them. Still, for the first six years of his life, he lived in a kind of cotton-wool world where he was soft, safe, and sheltered.
But school was a different story.
It was there, he first saw what other kids had, and what he didn’t. He quickly found his place at the bottom of the pecking order. Always tired, easily distracted, and clumsy, he was unwanted by everyone, and late to everything. When puberty hit, it was less a rite of passage and more a drawn-out ordeal. Not in the usual way, there were no crushes or relationships to complicate things. No one showed the slightest interest.
The worst part was the dreams, which spilled unwanted into his waking life, blurring the edges of reality, until he couldn’t always tell whether he was dreaming or awake. Through it all, Mollie was there. In her quiet beauty, she looked after him. She was his rock, his safety, his distraction, and his compass. 
Later, after puberty, she began to annoy him, well, truth was everything began to annoy him. She seemed to know everything he was going to do before he did. 
How did she know him so well? 
He would try hard to do things at the last minute, spur of the moment, to catch her by surprise. But there she was, waiting for him, knowing him, caring for him, calming him. It was infuriating! 
Mollie was small in stature, and hardly spoke any Dutch, preferring English with a clear American accent. She had never married and, to Lem’s knowledge, never had a boyfriend. She had one job, as an editor, which she did from a small desk in her bedroom. Unless he was with her, she left the house just twice a day to get groceries or run errands and once a week to go to church. To a lost, strange, mixed-up kid, which Lem had most definitely been, she had been amazing. But as he grew into a young adult, she became constricting and irritating. 
Lem wanted to make mistakes of his own. 
He wanted to listen to Rock and Roll music. He wanted to drive and take drugs. After all, this was Holland. But Mollie would find ways to hold him back, distracting him with other fun things to do. They had cinema visits, board games to play, and books to read. He loved to do those things too, but they weren't the bad things. It was so annoying, but hard to argue with.
Adolescence slipped, almost unnoticed, into adulthood. With time, Lem managed to carve out a fragile peace, an uneasy truce with the life the universe had handed him. There was joy, but there was mostly rhythm. A quiet gratitude. A sense that maybe, just maybe, things could hold. He and his aunt lived that way for years. A life of soft repetition, steady and familiar, until recently on a bitterly cold morning that had shattered it all.
On that day, Lem had woken with a jolt, seized by a fever so fierce it felt like fire in his veins. The memory simmered. He’d been dreaming again, always the same street, scorched by an unrelenting sun, with the air thick and heavy. He wandered its length, calling out, disoriented, desperate. No one came. No one ever did. The pavement beneath him had buckled and turned to quicksand. It sucked him down slowly, cruelly, until he was trapped, limbs heavy, lungs screaming, his body sinking, and melting into the street like wax left too long in the heat.
He could still taste it. A bitter, chemical burn at the back of his throat. And then, he was awake. 
Gasping. 
Soaked in sweat with the room spinning. 
Yet again Lem's bed was a battlefield as he defended his sensibilities against the demons in his head. 
But on that morning something had changed. Something had broken loose.
As he would often do, Lem had turned to drink from the glass of water Mollie always left for him on his nightstand. But there was nothing.
'Where was Mollie?' he had asked himself. When dreams got that bad, she was usually there at his side when he woke up.
Lem had gotten out of bed and headed for the kitchen. All the lights were off, and the apartment was cold and quiet. Turning on the kitchen light, he took a glass from the cupboard above the sink. He filled it and drained it quickly, to quench the fire in his mouth. The taste of sand was replaced by the freezing cold water. He hadn’t noticed before, but he now began to feel just how cold the apartment was.
'Why was Mollie not awake?' he pondered. 
She was usually up well before him, prepared coffee and breakfast, and had already warmed the apartment. He had moved through the lounge toward her room and found the door open. Mollie was dressed in her loose house dress. She lay slumped on the floor, lifeless, like a marionette with her strings cut. Her quiet form sprawled in an unnaturally limp position. Lem really hadn’t been able to process the situation well.
“Are you cold Mollie,” he had said to her quietly? “You should have more clothes on.”
He recalled how icy her body had felt as he touched her shoulder gently. Not sure what to do, Lem had cradled her tiny form and lifted her tenderly, sliding her head onto the pillow and lightly brushing her grey hair to the side to show her peaceful face. Lem had then gripped her ankles gently and guided her legs up to lie her straight in bed. He had slowly drawn the covers up around her chin and tucked in the sides, just like she used to do for him, to make sure he wouldn’t fall out of bed if his dreams got wild. At that time, unsure what had just happened, he had drifted back a step in a double take and had almost fallen.
"Mollie.”
“Auntie.”
Was it the cold? Lem couldn’t feel his feet. They had fused to the floor, like a street sign dipped in concrete, covered in tar. He was numb as his world lay withered and cold in front of him. He had waited on the spot for an eternity to wake from the dream, but it was very real.
The painful memory was given a jolt back to reality by the screen of Lem's Nokia, which finally sprang to life, cascading a bright white glow across his face. The cold distracted Lem, and the light rain wasn’t helping. The phone had trumpeted its start-up call, and Lem could finally access his email app.
“The Dream Bakery had most certainly been the name of the place.”
“What the…”
His mind had raced over possibilities. Was there another Dream Bakery? Was someone having fun with him? No stranger to practical jokes, maybe Lem had been the subject of one, again. He had looked around at the facade.
The Dream Bakery was very plain. A large imposing door of black wood and glass held a vigil in the center, guarded either side by imposing mirrored windows. There was no writing on the glass. All in all, it looked a little boring for a bakery, which was usually a place of light
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