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"Go through this pile of applications," the mentor said coldly. She was thin, and the bright makeup looked unnatural on her wrinkled skin.

"Will I get any guidance on the psychological evaluation?" Peter asked.

"That pile’s from the ones serving life sentences. Evaluation’s unnecessary. Don’t let them fool you. Never fall for sob stories in this job."

"But isn’t that exactly what a psychologist hears all the time? How do you tell the truth from the act?"

"Most of them lie. Especially here. Your task is to go through the stack and write a report with a documented denial. No rush. You’ve got a few weeks of internship. You’re unlikely to have direct contact with the inmates."

Peter nodded obediently. This wasn’t how he imagined his dream internship. He was writing his master’s thesis on psychopaths and thought he’d gather interesting empirical data during this student placement. But maybe he was just too ambitious. He could always write a thesis on psychopaths’ parole applications instead.

“Just don’t start drinking after reading them,” the mentor added as she walked away. “These are really tough cases.”

Peter thought she was exaggerating, but the first application froze him to the core.

“I drowned my children because we didn’t have enough money to live. Now I know I could have asked for help. Maybe I acted in a trance?” he read.

He set the application aside in the “difficult cases” pile. He decided to categorize them into difficult, easy, and in-between. He spent the whole first day reading and moving every single application into the “difficult” pile.

What he had known about psychopaths so far was nothing compared to the imagination and cruelty of the inmates in this prison. After an hour, he walked to the window. It had been open the whole time. And yet he had the distinct feeling that all the oxygen had suddenly been sucked out of the office. After two hours, he started suspecting he had asthma.

The mentor had been right. By the end of the day, he only dreamed of going to a pub with his friends and forgetting everything he had read.

The final application of the day was very long. At first, he was tempted to set it aside and read it the next day.

But the first sentence intrigued him:

“I’m the real victim here – the victim of a stupid joke.”

At that moment, the mentor walked in.

She was pale, the corners of her mouth had drooped even more. She walked over to a cabinet, which turned out to be hiding a fridge – filled with alcohol.

The mentor grabbed a bottle of beer and quickly popped off the cap with a lighter. She walked over to the window and, with trembling hands, tried to pull a cigarette out of the carton. She couldn’t manage. Frustrated, she threw the pack against the windowsill.

Peter shrank into his chair. Earlier in the day, he probably would’ve asked what had happened. But not after hours of reading those files. He didn’t want to know anything anymore. Now he was just wondering if it was still possible to change his specialization. He'd go into sports psychology. Athletes could be a bit unhinged too, but in a healthier way.

"How did it go?" the mentor asked.

"Not great, I guess. I tried to sort the applications before writing the reports." He gestured toward the smaller pile of papers.

The mentor snorted. She might have laughed once upon a time. Now, after so many years, it was just a grunt.

"Take a beer. But if you tell anyone, I won’t sign off on your internship."

"Thanks."

Peter grabbed a beer.

"What are you reading now?" The mentor quickly opened his bottle. Peter pulled a cigarette from the pack and handed it to her. She nodded silently, lit it, and took a nervous drag.

"I just started a new one."

"Whose?"

"Dorothy Smith."

"Doesn’t ring a bell. That’s odd."

"Maybe it’s the surname?"

"I tend to remember all the cases. Read it out loud."

Peter took a few sips of beer, sat down at the desk, and began to read.

"I’m the real victim here – the victim of a stupid joke."

"Strange that I don’t remember that name. It starts off very cheeky," the mentor interjected. "Keep reading."

“I remember that day like it was yesterday. It was a May day in 1968. I had just turned twenty and was heading to my first date. I borrowed my father’s car—he worked for the border guard, making sure no one crossed from the GDR into the FRG. Mostly, he patrolled the Berlin Wall.
I passed my driving test on the first try and was a very good driver. My mother worked for the Stasi.
I might’ve been driving a little fast because I couldn’t wait to see Albert. He was the most handsome man I had ever met. Tall, blond, a medical student. I thought we were made for each other.
I was just wondering whether it was appropriate to kiss him on a first date when I took a rather sharp turn. And then, just around the bend, I saw a massive caterpillar—bigger than my car...”
The mentor burst out laughing. She couldn’t stop giggling. Her laughter was contagious. Or maybe Peter just needed to let off some steam from what would likely haunt his nightmares for the rest of his life.

"She must’ve had about a ton of LSD in that car," the mentor finally wheezed. "Keep reading."

“I didn’t know how to react. In shock, I pressed down on the gas pedal and drove straight into the caterpillar. Moments later, I realized it was part of a performance art installation. Local hippies from the art school—likely under the influence of drugs—had built this monstrosity, thinking it would be a great joke.
Several people were inside the caterpillar. I only stopped after hitting some of them. Two people at the front of the structure died instantly. Three others were taken to the hospital with severe injuries. The remaining survivors testified at my trial.
That trial was conducted with no regard for my rights. There were fears of unrest. Because of my parents’ positions, if I had been judged fairly, it would’ve looked like the daughter of regime insiders had murdered poor social outcasts.
So I was sentenced to life in prison.
I’m 75 years old. I consider myself a victim—of a prank by students, a prank by the system, a prank by God. I’ve often wondered why I was even born. The event was an accident. What purpose does a life behind bars serve? Every day is the same, filled with stressful clashes with other inmates. I never kissed Albert. I never kissed any man.
I ask that my request for a retrial be considered by the court. It was only a few months ago that I learned the Berlin Wall had fallen many years ago, and that the system has changed...”
"What’s the date on that application?" the mentor asked. "I think I know which case this is. It’s that Quiet One."

"Quiet One?" Peter repeated.

"Yes. The other inmates mentioned her sometimes. I’ve never seen her myself."

Peter looked at the date on the application.

"I think it was written two years ago—in 2023."

The mentor took out a cigarette.

But she didn’t light it.

"I stopped reading those applications a few years ago. Probably at the start of the pandemic. I was struggling with depression myself, and let’s be honest—this kind of reading doesn’t exactly lift your spirits."

"No, it really doesn’t."

"This case seems a bit different. It’s true that hippies were cracked down on in the GDR. Their long hair was forcibly cut, they were jailed, beaten with batons. This woman could genuinely be a victim of the system. A system that made an example of its loyal followers' daughter just to keep the peace on the streets. If she’s telling the truth. I want to believe she is. I wish at least one of these applications was honest."

The mentor lit a cigarette and quickly finished her beer. Then she walked over to the landline phone and dialed an internal number.

"Hi Joanna, can you send me the files on the Quiet One? Why not? What do you mean, they’re in the archives? Ah."

The mentor gently placed the receiver back in its cradle. She sighed deeply.

She walked over to the fridge and took out two beers. She handed one to Peter, then sat down across from him.

"In your application, you wrote that you’re looking for a student internship or a job as a psychologist. Do you still want to work here?"

"To be honest, I’m not sure," Peter replied.

"If you’d like, you can start working here right after your internship."

"I think I’m too sensitive."

"So where would you rather work, then?"

"Maybe with athletes."

"I know someone in that field. I can speak with her."

"Thank you, ma’am. That’s really kind of you."

"I’m not doing it selflessly."

"No?"
"The Quiet One died six months ago. If it comes out that I never read her application—or any of these applications—there probably won’t be consequences. But why should anyone find out?"
"I see."
"Exactly."
"What do you expect me to do?"
"There’s a shredder in the corner. Destroy all applications dated more than two months ago."
Peter choked on his beer.
"What?"
"Terrifying, isn’t it? I’m joking. Just shred the Quiet One’s application. We can’t help her anymore now that she’s dead. Or... do whatever you want. I have another meeting to get to."
With those words, the mentor left the office.

Peter stared at the Quiet One’s application for a few seconds. Then he walked over to the shredder. He turned his back to the security camera and pulled out his phone. He photographed every page of the application.

Moments later, the document turned—with the shredder’s loud whirring—into thin strips.

But in his pocket, he now had a bargaining chip.
The mentor didn’t have to know.
At least not yet.
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