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CHAPTER ONE


The Arrest – Conversation with Frau Grubach – Then with Fräulein Bürstner


Someone must have been spreading lies about Josef K for without having done anything wrong he was arrested one morning. His landlady’s cook, who brought him his breakfast every morning at about eight o’clock, did not come on that particular day. This had never happened before. K waited a little while, watching from his pillow the old woman who lived opposite and who was observing him with a quite uncharacteristic curiosity; but then, feeling both hungry and disturbed, he rang. At once there was a knock at the door and a man he had never seen in the flat before came in. He was slim and yet strongly built; he wore a well-fitting black suit which was like a travelling outfit in that it had various pleats, pockets, buckles, buttons and a belt, and as a result (although one could not quite see what it was for) it seemed eminently practical.


‘Who are you?’ K asked, immediately sitting up a little in bed. But the man ignored the question, as if the fact of his appearance simply had to be accepted, and merely said: ‘You rang?’


‘Anna is supposed to bring me my breakfast,’ K said, endeavouring, silently at first and by careful scrutiny, to work out who the man actually was. But he did not submit to K’s gaze for long, turning instead to the door which he opened slightly and saying to someone else who was obviously just on the other side of the door: ‘He wants Anna to bring him his breakfast.’


There was a brief burst of laughter from the next room, but it was not clear from the sound whether there might not be more than one person there. Although the unknown visitor could not have learnt anything from the laughter that he did not know before, he now said to K, as if making an announcement: ‘It’s not possible.’


‘This is news indeed,’ said K, as he sprang out of bed and hastily pulled on his trousers. ‘I’m going to have a look and see who’s in the next room and find out what explanation Frau Grubach can give for this intrusion.’


But he immediately realised that he ought not to have said this out loud and that, by doing so, he was to some degree acknowledging the stranger’s right to supervise his actions. But it did not seem very important at that moment. Still, that was how the stranger interpreted his words, for he said: ‘Hadn’t you better stay here?’


‘I won’t stay here, nor will I allow you to speak to me until you tell me who you are.’


‘I meant you no harm,’ said the stranger, and now opened the door of his own accord. The next room, which K entered more slowly than he intended, looked at first sight almost exactly the same as it had the evening before. It was Frau Grubach’s sitting-room and perhaps this morning there seemed to be a little more space than usual in this room which was so crowded with furniture, rugs, china and photographs. It was difficult to tell at first, especially as the chief alteration was the presence of a man, who was sitting at the open window with a book from which he now looked up.


‘You should have stayed in your room! Didn’t Franz tell you?’


‘Yes, yes, but what on earth do you want?’ said K, glancing from this new acquaintance to the man addressed as Franz (who had remained standing in the doorway) and then back again. Again he caught sight of the old woman through the open window. With a truly senile inquisitiveness she had taken up her stand at the window exactly opposite so that she could continue to see everything that was going on.


‘But I want Frau Grubach – ’ K said, making as if to break away from the two men (who were, however, still keeping their distance) and leave the room.


‘No,’ said the man by the window, throwing the book on to a small table and rising to his feet. ‘You are not permitted to leave. You’ve been arrested.’


‘So it seems,’ K said. ‘But why?’ he asked.


‘We are not authorised to tell you. Go to your room and wait. Proceedings have been started and you will be told everything in due course. I’m even exceeding my instructions by talking to you so freely. But I hope there is no one else listening except Franz, and he himself has disobeyed all orders by being so nice to you. If you go on being as lucky as you have been with the choice of your warders, then you have reason to be confident.’


K wanted to sit down, but now he saw that there was nothing to sit on in the entire room apart from the seat by the window.


‘You will soon find out how true all this is,’ said Franz, and both men came up to him. Franz’s companion particularly towered over K and clapped him on the shoulder a number of times. Both of them examined K’s nightshirt and told him that now he would have to wear a much plainer one. They were going, they said, to keep this shirt along with the rest of his underwear and if his case turned out all right, it would all be given back to him.


‘It’s better to give the things to us rather than leave them in the depot,’ they said, ‘for things often get stolen at the depot and, besides, they sell everything there after a certain time, whether the proceedings in question are concluded or not. You can’t imagine how long some of these cases take, especially lately! Of course, eventually you would recover the proceeds from the depot, but in the first place they would be very small because the price depends more on the bribe than on what’s bid. And secondly we know from experience that the proceeds tend to get reduced as they pass from hand to hand, year by year.’


K paid scarcely any attention to these remarks, for he did not place much value on any rights he might have to dispose of his own property. It was far more important for him to get a clear idea of his position, though in the presence of these men he could not even collect his thoughts, for the second warder – they could not be anything else but warders – kept thrusting his stomach against him in almost friendly fashion. But if K looked up, he caught sight of a desiccated, bony face quite at odds with the fat body: this face had a prominent nose, which was twisted to one side, and seemed to be conferring over K’s head with the first warder. Who on earth were these men? What were they talking about? Of which authority were they the representatives? After all, K lived in a legally constituted state, there was peace in the land, the rule of law was fully established. Who dared seize him in his own flat? He had always tended to take things as easily as possible and only believe the worst when he came face to face with it, and never to worry too much about the future, even when everything looked black. But now this did not seem to him quite right. Of course he could take the whole thing as a joke, a crude joke which was being played on him for some unknown reason – perhaps because today was his thirtieth birthday – by his colleagues at the bank. Yes, that was quite possible. Perhaps he only needed to laugh in the warders’ faces in some special way and they would laugh too. Perhaps they were simply porters from the street-corner, in fact they did look rather like that – but nevertheless he was firmly resolved this time, after his very first glimpse of the warder Franz, not to surrender any small advantage he might hold over these people. K saw a slight danger that he would be accused afterwards of not being able to see a joke, but although he was not in the habit of learning from experience, he remembered certain trifling instances when, unlike his friends, he had deliberately, with no instinct at all for the possible consequences, behaved rashly and had suffered grievously as a result. That was not going to happen again, at least not this time. If it was all an act, he would play along with it.


At any rate he still had his liberty.


‘Excuse me,’ he said and passed quickly between the warders into his room.


‘He seems a sensible fellow,’ he heard someone say behind him. In his room he immediately pulled out the drawers of his desk, where everything was in perfect order, but he was so agitated he could not lay his hands right away on the identity papers he wanted. In the end he did find his bicycle licence and was going to take it to the warders, but then the document seemed too trivial and he went on searching till he found his birth certificate. Just as he was going back to the next room, the door opposite was opened by Frau Grubach who was about to come in. He only saw her for an instant, for as soon as she recognised K she was clearly overcome by embarrassment, made her excuses, and vanished, closing the door again very carefully.


K would just have had time to say: ‘Do come in, won’t you?’


But he simply stood in the middle of the room with his papers in his hand gazing at the door which remained closed, and was aroused only by a cry from the warders who, he now realised, were sitting by the open window devouring his breakfast.


‘Why didn’t she come in?’ he asked.


‘She’s not allowed to,’ said the tall warder. ‘After all, you’re under arrest.’


‘How on earth can I be under arrest? And especially like this?’


‘Now you’re at it again,’ said the warder, dipping his slice of bread and butter into the honey-pot. ‘We don’t answer questions like that.’


‘You’ll have to answer them,’ K told him. ‘Here are my identity papers. Now show me yours, and first of all show me the warrant for my arrest.’


‘Good God!’ said the warder. ‘Why can’t you accept what’s happened instead of trying to provoke us pointlessly? Especially as we are now probably the closest friends you’ve got in the world!’


‘That’s true enough, you can take our word for it,’ said Franz, holding his coffee-cup in front of him and gazing at K with a long, probably significant, but incomprehensible look. Involuntarily K found himself lured into exchanging glances with Franz, but then he tapped his papers and said: ‘Here are my identity papers.’


‘What do we want with those?’ the tall warder shouted. ‘You’re more trouble than a child! What are you trying to do? Do you think you’ll get this confounded trial of yours over quicker by arguing with us, the warders, about identity papers and warrants? We’re low-ranking employees, we can’t make head or tail of a legal document, and we’re not concerned with your case except to guard you for ten hours a day and get paid for it. That’s all we are, but we’re capable of grasping that the high authorities we serve would never have ordered an arrest like this without having an exact idea of the grounds for it and finding out all about the person arrested. There isn’t any mistake about that. Our officials (so far as I know, and I only know the lowest grades) never go looking, as it were, for crime among the population, but are – as the Law says – drawn by guilt and then have to send out us warders. That’s the Law. How could a mistake occur?’


‘I don’t know this Law,’ K said.


‘So much the worse for you,’ said the warder.


‘And probably it only exists in your imagination,’ said K. He wanted somehow to insinuate his way into the warders’ thoughts and either turn them to his advantage or adapt himself to them. But the warder just said brusquely: ‘You’ll come to feel it.’


Franz butted in and said: ‘There you see, Willem, he admits he doesn’t know the Law and at the same time he claims he’s innocent.’


‘You’re quite right, but one can’t make him understand anything,’ said the other.


K did not reply. Do I have to let myself, he was thinking, become even more confused by the chatter of these minions of the most inferior rank? – they themselves admit that’s all they are. Anyway, they’re talking about things they don’t understand at all. It’s only their stupidity that makes them so sure. A few words with someone of my own intellectual class would make everything incomparably clearer than talking for hours to these fellows.


He walked up and down a few times in the uncluttered part of the room and he saw the old woman across the street who had now dragged to the window an even older man, to whom she was clinging. K felt he must put an end to this performance.


‘Take me to your superior,’ he said.


‘When he tells us to, not before,’ said the warder called Willem. ‘And now I advise you to go to your room, sit there quietly and see what’s decided about you. We advise you not to allow yourself to be distracted by useless ideas. Pull yourself together, for great demands will be made on you. You did not treat us as our obliging attitude deserved, you have forgotten that whoever we may be, we are at least free men compared with you, and that is quite an advantage. Nevertheless, if you have some money we are quite prepared to bring you a little breakfast from the café opposite.’


Without replying to this offer K stood still for a little while. Perhaps if he opened the door of the next room or even the door leading into the hall, neither of them would dare to stop him, perhaps the simplest solution to the whole thing would be to push matters to extremes. But perhaps they would indeed set on him, and once he had been knocked down he would have lost any advantage that he still, in a way, had over them. So he preferred certainty to the solution which the natural course of events was bound to provide, and he went back to his room without another word being said either by him or by the warders.


He threw himself on his bed and picked up from his washstand a beautiful apple which he had put aside the previous evening for his breakfast. Now it was all he had for breakfast and anyway (as he assured himself when he took his first big bite) it was much better than the breakfast from the filthy café which he might have got as a favour from the warders. He felt at ease and confident. Of course he would miss his morning’s work at the bank, but that was easily excused in view of the fairly high position he held there. Ought he to give the real explanation? He intended to. If people did not believe him (which would be quite understandable in the circumstances) he could always call on Frau Grubach to vouch for him, or even the two old people across the way who now most likely were shifting over to the window directly opposite.


It surprised K (at least when he looked at it from the warders’ point of view, it surprised him) that they had urged him to go to his room and had left him alone there, where he had abundant opportunity to take his own life. But at the same time he asked himself, looking at it now from his own point of view, what reason he could possibly have for doing so. Just because those two men were sitting there next door, having grabbed his breakfast? It would have been so senseless to take his own life that, even if he had wanted to, the very senselessness would have prevented him. If the intellectual limitations of the warders had not been so blatant, one might have assumed that they too, for the same reason, would have seen no danger in leaving him on his own. If they wanted to they could now watch him go to a small wall-cupboard where he kept some good brandy and see him take a nip to make up for his breakfast and then a second nip to give himself courage, this second one only as a precaution against the unlikely eventuality that courage would be necessary.


Just then he was startled by a shout from the next room which made his teeth bang against the glass: ‘The Inspector wants you!’


It was only the shouting that startled him – that curt, clipped military way of shouting which he would not have thought the warder Franz capable of. The command itself was very welcome.


‘At last!’ he shouted back, locking the wall-cupboard and hurrying at once into the next room. There he found the two warders, who chased him back into his bedroom as if that were the most natural thing in the world to do.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ they cried. ‘Going to appear before the Inspector in your shirt? He’d have you well and truly thrashed and us as well!’


‘Leave me alone, damn you!’ cried K who had already been pushed back to his wardrobe. ‘If you burst in when I’m in bed, you can’t expect to find me all dressed up.’


‘That’s no use,’ said the warders, who, whenever K shouted, became quite calm, almost sad, and in this way managed to confuse him or bring him to his senses to some extent.


‘Ridiculous palaver!’ he grumbled, but by now he was already picking up a coat from the chair and holding it up with both hands for a moment as if submitting it for the warders’ approval. They shook their heads.


‘It has to be black,’ they said. Whereupon K threw the coat on the ground and said – he did not even know himself what he meant: ‘But it’s not the official trial yet anyway.’ The warders smiled but did not budge from their ‘It has to be black.’


‘Oh, if it will hurry things up I don’t care,’ said K, as he opened the wardrobe himself, searched for a long time among his many clothes and selected his best black suit – a lounge suit that had almost caused a sensation among his friends because of its cut – then he took a fresh shirt and began to dress with care. He secretly thought that he had thereby hurried things up, for the warders had forgotten to make him have a bath. He kept an eye on them to see if they might still remember, but naturally it never occurred to them. On the other hand Willem did not forget to send Franz to the Inspector with the message that K was getting dressed.


When he was fully dressed he had to march, with Willem close behind him, through the empty room next door and into the room beyond, the double doors of which had been left wide open for them. As K very well knew, this room had been taken a short while ago by a certain Fräulein Bürstner, a typist, who usually went off to work very early, did not come home till late, and with whom he had scarcely exchanged much more than a greeting. Now her little bedside table had been shifted from her bed into the middle of the room to serve as a desk for the interview, and the Inspector was seated behind it. He had his legs crossed and rested one arm along the back of the chair.


In one corner of the room three young men were standing and looking at some of Fräulein Bürstner’s photographs, which were stuck into a mat hung up on the wall. A white blouse was hanging on the catch of the open window. In the window opposite the two old people could again be seen, but now they had company, for behind, far taller than either of them, his shirt open on his chest, was a man who was squeezing and twisting his little reddish pointed beard.


‘Josef K?’ the Inspector asked, perhaps merely in order to attract K’s wandering glance. K nodded.


‘You must have been astonished at what happened this morning?’ the Inspector asked, rearranging with both hands the few objects that lay on the little bedside table – candle and matches, a book and a pincushion – as if they were things he needed for the examination.


‘I certainly was,’ K said, overwhelmed by the relief of being confronted at last with a sensible man and of being able to discuss his situation with him. ‘Certainly I am surprised, but not really very surprised.’


‘Not very surprised?’ asked the Inspector, now placing the candle in the middle of the little table and grouping the other things around it.


‘Perhaps you misunderstand me,’ K hastened to explain. ‘I mean – ’ and here K broke off and looked round for a chair. ‘I can sit down, I suppose?’ he asked.


‘It’s not usual,’ replied the Inspector.


‘I mean,’ K now said without any further pause, ‘of course I am very surprised, but after all, when one has lived in the world for thirty years and has had to struggle on alone as I have, one gets hardened to surprises and doesn’t take them too seriously. Especially not the kind of thing that happened today.’


‘Why not that one especially?’


‘Well, I am not going to say that I look on the whole thing as a joke. Too many preparations have gone into it for that. All the people in the boardinghouse would have to be involved as well as all of you, and that would be going beyond a joke. So I’m not going to say that it’s a joke.’


‘Quite correct,’ said the Inspector and looked to see how many matches there were in the matchbox.


‘On the other hand,’ K went on, and now he turned to all of them and he would have liked to include even the three standing by the photographs, ‘on the other hand the matter can’t be that important. I deduce this from the fact that I am being charged, although I cannot discover the slightest grounds for any accusation. But even this is by the way. The main question is, who is making the accusation? What authority is conducting the proceedings? Are you people officials? Nobody is in uniform, unless one can call your clothes’ (and here he turned to Franz) ‘a uniform, but they are more like a travelling outfit. I demand clear answers to these questions and I am convinced that once I get them we shall be able to part perfectly amicably.’


The Inspector threw the matchbox down on the table: ‘You are making a great mistake,’ he said. ‘These gentlemen here and I are of no significance at all in your affair, indeed we know almost nothing about it. We might be dressed in the most official-looking uniforms, and your case would not be any more serious. I cannot even tell you positively that you have been charged, or rather I don’t know whether you have been or not. You have been arrested, that’s true, but I don’t know any more than that. Perhaps the warders have hinted at something else, but, if they did, it was only talk. Still, if I don’t answer your questions now, at any rate I can advise you not to worry so much about us and about what’s going to happen to you. Think more about yourself. And don’t make such a fuss about your feelings of innocence. It spoils the quite good impression you make otherwise. Also you ought not to talk so much: almost everything you said just now could very well have been deduced from your behaviour, even if you had said no more than a few words, and anyway it did not do you a great deal of credit.’


K stared at the Inspector. Was he now going to be ticked off like a schoolboy and by a man perhaps younger than himself? Was he now to be reprimanded for being frank? And was he going to learn nothing at all about the reason for his arrest and those who had ordered it? He became somewhat agitated, paced up and down, no one tried to stop him, he pushed back his cuffs, felt his chest, ran his hands through his hair, walked past the three young men and said, ‘But it doesn’t make any sense.’ The three turned towards him and looked at him sympathetically, but seriously. Finally he came to a halt in front of the Inspector’s table.


‘The public prosecutor, Hasterer, is a good friend of mine,’ he said. ‘Can I phone him?’


‘Of course,’ said the Inspector, ‘but I don’t know what the point would be, unless you have some private matter to discuss with him.’


‘What the point would be?’ cried K, more taken aback than annoyed. ‘What sort of person are you then? You expect there to be some point in what I do and yet you behave in the most pointless possible way yourself! It’s enough to make one weep! First of all these men burst in on me, and now they sit or stand around expecting me to perform for your benefit like some prize exhibit. You ask me what the point of ringing a lawyer would be, when I am supposed to have been arrested? Very well then, I won’t ring him.’


‘But do,’ said the Inspector and pointed to the hall, where the telephone was. ‘Please ring him.’


‘No, I don’t want to now,’ K said and went to the window.


Across the way the group were still at their window, and it was only K’s approach to his window that seemed to disturb their silent vigil a little. The old people made an attempt to rise, but the man behind them reassured them.


‘You see who’s looking on!’ K shouted quite loudly to the Inspector, pointing with his finger. ‘Get away from there!’ he called across. At once the three of them retreated a few steps, the two old people even going behind the man, who hid them with his broad body and who (judging by the way his lips moved) was saying something that was unintelligible at that distance. They did not, however, disappear altogether, but only seemed to be waiting for a chance to get back to the window again without being noticed.


‘What importunate, inconsiderate people!’ K said, turning back to the room. Possibly the Inspector agreed with him, or so K thought, judging by a hurried glance in the Inspector’s direction. But it was equally possible that the Inspector had not been listening at all, for he had pressed his hand down hard on the table and seemed to be comparing the lengths of his fingers. The two warders were sitting on a chest covered with an ornamental cloth and were rubbing their knees. The three young men had put their hands on their hips and were gazing around aimlessly. It was as silent as in some abandoned office.


‘Well, gentlemen,’ K cried, and for a moment it seemed to him that he was carrying the burden for all of them. ‘Judging by your appearance this affair of mine must be closed. In my opinion, the best thing would be not to think any more about whether or not your action was justified, but to bring the matter to an amicable conclusion by shaking hands all round. If you agree with me, then please – ’ and he went up to the Inspector’s table and held out his hand. The Inspector raised his eyes, gnawed at his lips and looked at K’s outstretched hand. K still thought the Inspector was going to shake hands. But the man rose to his feet, picked up a hard round hat that lay on Fräulein Bürstner’s bed and put it on carefully with both hands, as one does when one is trying on a new hat.


‘How simple everything seems to you!’ he said to K as he did so. ‘We ought to bring the matter to an amicable conclusion, you think? No, no, that really won’t do. But on the other hand that doesn’t mean that I’m saying you should give up hope. No, why should you? You’re only under arrest, nothing more than that. That was what I had to tell you and now I’ve done this and I’ve also seen how you’ve taken it. That’s enough for today and we can take our leave, if only for the moment, of course. I suppose now you will want to go to the bank?’


‘To the bank?’ K asked. ‘I thought I was under arrest.’


K said this with a certain amount of defiance, for, although his offer to shake hands had not been accepted, he did feel (particularly since the Inspector had stood up) more and more independent of all these people. He was playing with them. If they went away, he intended to run after them to the gate and offer to be arrested. So he repeated: ‘How can I go to the bank, since I’m under arrest?’


‘Ah, I see,’ said the Inspector, who was already at the door. ‘You’ve misunderstood me. You’re under arrest, that’s true, but that should not prevent you from doing your job. Nor ought you to be hampered in your ordinary way of life.’


‘Then being arrested is not very serious,’ K said and went up to the Inspector.


‘I never said it was,’ said the latter.


‘But then it looks as if you did not have any real need even to tell me about the arrest,’ K said and went still closer. The others had also drawn nearer. Now they were all crowded in a narrow space by the door.


‘It was my duty,’ said the Inspector.


‘Rather an idiotic duty,’ K said intractably.


‘Perhaps. But we don’t want to waste our time with this sort of talk. I had assumed you would want to go to the bank. Since you are so fussy about words, let me add that I am not compelling you to go. I had only assumed that was what you would want to do. And to make this easier for you and to make your arrival at the bank as inconspicuous as possible, I arranged for these three gentlemen, colleagues of yours, to be here at your disposal.’


‘What?’ cried K and stared at the three in astonishment. These anaemic and very ordinary young men, whom he had noticed only as the group beside the photographs, were in fact employees at his bank, not colleagues – that was an exaggeration which indicated a flaw in the Inspector’s omniscience – but junior employees of the bank they certainly were. How could K have overlooked this? How completely preoccupied he must have been with the Inspector and the warders to fail to recognise these three! Formal Rabensteiner, swinging his arms, fair-haired Kullich with his deep-set eyes, and Kaminer with that unbearable smile of his, which was produced by a chronic muscular spasm.


‘Good-morning,’ K said after a moment and held out his hand to the young men, who bowed politely. ‘I didn’t recognise you at first. Well, now we can go to work, eh?’ They nodded and laughed enthusiastically, as if that was all they had been waiting for the whole time, yet when K found he had left his hat in his room, they all raced off one after the other to fetch it, which indicated a certain amount of embarrassment. K stood quietly and watched them through the two open doors: naturally apathetic Rabensteiner came last (he had merely broken into an elegant trot). Kaminer handed over the hat and K, as he had found it necessary to do so often at the bank, had to remind himself expressly that Kaminer’s smile was involuntary, indeed that he was quite unable to smile when he wanted to. Then Frau Grubach, looking not in the least guilty, opened the door in the hall for the whole party and, as usual, K found himself gazing down at her apron-strings which cut into her huge body unnecessarily deeply. Once outside, K, holding his watch in his hand, decided to take a taxi in order to avoid any further delay – he was already half an hour late. Kaminer ran to the corner to fetch a cab, while the other two were obviously trying to distract K’s attention; suddenly Kullich pointed to the door of the house opposite where the big man with the reddish pointed beard had just appeared. A little embarrassed for a moment at revealing himself in his full size, he stepped back to the wall and leaned against it. The old people were still presumably on the stairs. K was annoyed with Kullich for having drawn attention to the man whom he had already noticed himself and had indeed even been expecting to see.


‘Don’t stare,’ he burst out, without realising how other people would be struck by his way of addressing grown-up men. But there was no need for any explanation, because at that moment the taxi came, they got in and drove off. Then K remembered that he had not noticed the departure of the Inspector and the warders. Earlier the Inspector had prevented his recognising the three bank clerks, and they had now diverted his attention from the Inspector. This did not suggest that K had his wits about him, and K determined to watch things more closely. Yet he swivelled round involuntarily and peered from the back of the taxi to see if he could still catch a glimpse of the Inspector and the warders. But he turned to face the front again at once and leaned back comfortably in the corner without even having tried to search for anyone. Although it might not have looked like it, he now needed some word of sympathy, but the men seemed tired. Rabensteiner was looking out to the right and Kullich to the left, Kaminer alone was free to help, but he was wearing that grin of his, about which unfortunately it would have been cruel to joke.


That spring K had got into the habit of spending his evenings in the following way: after work, whenever possible (for he usually stayed in his office till nine o’clock), he went for a short walk alone or with colleagues and then went to a beer-cellar where he joined a group of mostly elderly habitués and usually sat with them till eleven. There were, however, certain exceptions to this arrangement, as when for example K received an invitation from the manager of the bank, who greatly appreciated K’s capacity for work and his reliability, to go for a drive or to dine at his villa. Apart from this, K went once a week to see a girl called Elsa who worked all night until early in the morning as a waitress in a wine-bar and then during the day received her visitors in bed.


But this evening – the day had passed quickly with plenty of hard work and many flattering and friendly birthday greetings – K wanted to go straight home. During every brief pause in the day’s work he had been thinking about it. Though he did not work it out clearly, it seemed to him that the morning’s events had caused complete chaos in Frau Grubach’s whole flat and that it was up to him to restore order. Once order had been restored, every trace of these events would vanish and everything would go on as before. In particular there was nothing to be feared from the three clerks, for they had merged once again into the vast bureaucracy of the bank and they did not seem to have changed in any way. Several times K had summoned them to his office, individually and together, with no other purpose than to observe them. He had always been quite satisfied and let them go.


When he arrived back at half-past nine in front of the house where he lived, he was met at the front door by a young fellow who was standing there with his legs apart, smoking a pipe.


‘Who are you?’ K immediately asked him and thrust his face close to the fellow’s. Not much could be seen in the half-dark of the entrance hall.


‘I’m the janitor’s son, sir,’ replied the lad, taking the pipe from his mouth and stepping aside.


‘The janitor’s son?’ K said, tapping his stick impatiently on the ground.


‘Did you want something, sir? Shall I get my father?’


‘No, no,’ said K and there was a note of forgiveness in his voice, as if the young man had done something wrong and yet K was forgiving him for it.


‘It’s all right,’ he said and went on, but before climbing the stairs he turned round once more and looked back.


He could have gone straight to his room, but as he wanted to speak to Frau Grubach he knocked on her door right away. She was sitting with some darning at the table, on which there lay a pile of old stockings. Absent-mindedly K asked her to excuse him for coming so late, but Frau Grubach was very affable and waved aside his excuses, saying she was always ready to speak to him and that he knew very well he was her best and favourite lodger. K looked round the room, everything was back in its place again, the breakfast dishes which had been standing that morning on the little table by the window had been cleared away.


Women’s hands get a lot of things done without any fuss, he thought to himself. He might perhaps have smashed the dishes on the spot, but he certainly could not have put them away. He looked at Frau Grubach with a certain gratitude.


‘Why are you working so late?’ he asked. Now they were both sitting at the table and from time to time K burrowed his hand into the pile of stockings.


‘There’s a lot of work,’ she said, ‘and during the day I give my time to the lodgers. If I want to see to my own things, I only have the evenings.’


‘I made a lot of extra work for you today, though, didn’t I?’


‘How was that?’ she asked, showing more interest and dropping the work into her lap.


‘I mean with the men who were here this morning.’


‘Ah, I see,’ she said and relaxed again. ‘That didn’t give me any work to speak of.’ K looked on silently as she took up the darning once more. She seems to be surprised that I mention it, he thought, in fact she doesn’t really think I ought to mention it. So it’s all the more important that I do. It’s only with an old woman like this that I can talk about it.


‘But it did, it certainly made extra work,’ he went on, ‘only it won’t happen again.’


‘No, it can’t happen again,’ she confirmed and smiled almost sadly at K.


‘Do you really mean that?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she said more gently, ‘but above all you mustn’t take it too much to heart. These things do happen! And as you’re talking to me so frankly, Herr K, I can tell you that I did listen a little behind the door and, besides, the two warders told me a few things about it all. It’s your happiness that is at stake, and that really concerns me very much, more than it should perhaps, seeing that I’m only your landlady. So I did hear a few things then, but I can’t say that it was anything particularly bad. No. Admittedly you are under arrest, but not in the same way as a thief. If one is arrested as a thief then that’s bad, but this kind of arrest . . . I get the impression it’s something very complex (forgive me if I’m saying something stupid), it seems to me it’s something very complex, which it’s true I don’t understand, but which there is no need to understand.’


‘What you’re saying is not at all stupid, Frau Grubach. At least I partly agree with you, except that I judge the whole thing more harshly than you and I simply don’t believe it is anything complex – I just don’t think it matters at all. I was taken by surprise, that’s all. If, as soon as I had woken up, instead of being put out when Anna didn’t come, I had just got up and come straight in to you without paying any attention to anyone who got in my way, if I had had my breakfast in the kitchen for once, and got you to fetch my clothes from my room – in short, if I had behaved sensibly, nothing else would have happened, everything would have been nipped in the bud. But one is so unprepared for these things. In the bank, for instance, I am prepared, and it would be impossible for anything of that kind to happen to me there. There I have my own personal assistant, the general telephone and the internal telephone are on my desk in front of me, and I am constantly being visited by different individuals and clients and officials. Quite apart from this, and most important of all, I am always immersed in an atmosphere of work and so I have my wits about me, it would be a positive pleasure for me to be faced in the bank with a situation like that. Still it’s over now and I really didn’t want to say any more about it. It was only that I wanted to hear your opinion, the opinion of a sensible woman, and I’m very glad we agree about it. Now we must shake hands on it, an agreement like this must be confirmed with a handshake.’


Will she give me her hand? The Inspector didn’t, he thought, and now he looked at the woman differently, searchingly. She stood up because he himself had stood up, she was a little embarrassed because she had not been able to understand everything that K had said. As a result of this embarrassment, however, she said something she did not in the least mean to say and which was quite out of place: ‘Don’t take it so hard, Herr K,’ she said, her voice breaking, and, of course, she quite forgot to shake hands.


‘I didn’t know I was taking it hard,’ K said, suddenly feeling tired and realising the uselessness of getting this woman to agree to anything.


At the door he asked: ‘Is Fräulein Bürstner at home?’


‘No,’ said Frau Grubach, and as she gave this bald piece of information she smiled with understanding, if belated, sympathy. ‘She is at the theatre. Did you want her for something? Shall I give her a message?’


‘Oh, I only wanted to say something to her.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t know when she’ll be in. When she goes to the theatre she is usually late.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ K said and was already turning towards the door, head bent, ‘I only wanted to apologise to her for making use of her room today.’


‘It isn’t necessary, Herr K. You’re too conscientious, in fact the young lady knows nothing at all about it, she’s not been at home since first thing this morning and it’s all been tidied up as you can see for yourself.’ And she opened the door of Fräulein Bürstner’s room.


‘Thank you, I quite believe it,’ K said, but nevertheless he went to the open door. The moon was shining softly into the dark room. As far as he could see, everything was really where it should be and even the blouse was no longer hanging on the catch of the window. The pillows on the bed seemed surprisingly high and lay partly in the moonlight.


‘The young lady often comes home late,’ K said and looked at Frau Grubach as if it were her fault.


‘You know how it is with young people!’ Frau Grubach said apologetically.


‘Of course, of course,’ said K, ‘but it can be carried too far.’


‘Certainly it can,’ said Frau Grubach, ‘how right you are, Herr K. Perhaps even in this case . . . I certainly don’t want to say anything against Fräulein Bürstner. She’s a very nice girl, friendly, tidy, punctual, hard-working, and I value all that very much, but there is one thing; she ought to have more pride and keep herself to herself more. I have seen her twice this month already in out-of-the-way streets and each time with a different man. I’m very worried about it and I swear to God I wouldn’t tell anybody else but you, Herr K, but I can see I shall have to speak to the young lady herself about it. Besides, it’s not the only thing that makes me suspicious about her.’


‘You’re completely wrong about her,’ K said, getting extremely angry and almost unable to hide it. ‘Besides, you have obviously misunderstood my remark about Fräulein Bürstner, I didn’t mean it like that. I warn you frankly not to say anything to her. You’re completely mistaken, I know the young lady very well and there isn’t a grain of truth in what you’ve been saying. However, perhaps I’m going too far. I won’t stop you from saying what you like to her. Good-night.’


‘But Herr K,’ Frau Grubach said imploringly and hurried after him to his door, which he had already opened, ‘I won’t say anything at all to her yet, and of course I was going to carry on watching her first, I haven’t told anyone but you what I know. But after all it’s bound to be in the interests of all the lodgers that one should try to keep the boarding-house clean, and that is all I was trying to do.’


‘Clean!’ K cried out through the crack in the door. ‘If you want to keep the boarding-house clean, you’ll have to start by giving me notice.’ Then he slammed the door shut, ignoring her faint tapping.


He decided, however, that since he did not at all feel like sleeping, he would stay awake and take the opportunity of finding out when Fräulein Bürstner came in. Perhaps then it would even be possible (though it might not be the proper time for it) to have a few words with her. As he reclined at the window and closed his weary eyes, it even occurred to him for a moment to get his own back on Frau Grubach by persuading Fräulein Bürstner to join him in giving notice. But he immediately realised that that would be overdoing things horribly, and he even began to suspect himself of wanting to change his lodgings because of the morning’s events. Nothing would have been more senseless and, above all, more pointless and contemptible.


When he had got tired of gazing out on to the empty street he lay down on the couch, after leaving the door to the hall slightly open, so that from the couch he would be able to see straight away anyone who came into the flat. Until about eleven he lay there quietly smoking a cigar. But after that he could not bear it any more and walked about a little in the hall, as if this would hurry Fräulein Bürstner up. He had no special desire to see her, indeed he could not even remember exactly what she looked like, yet he wanted to talk to her now and it annoyed him that her coming home late was further disturbing and disorganising the end of the day. It was also her fault that he had not had any supper and that he had missed visiting Elsa as he had intended to do that evening. Of course he could still do both these things by going now to the wine-bar where Elsa worked. He would do that later after talking to Fräulein Bürstner.


It was after half-past eleven when he heard someone on the stairs. K, who was deep in thought and pacing noisily up and down the hall as if it were his own room, took refuge behind his door. It was Fräulein Bürstner who had arrived. As she locked the front door, she shivered and drew her silk shawl around her narrow shoulders. The next moment she would be in her room where K could certainly not intrude at midnight. Therefore he had to speak to her at once, but unfortunately he had omitted to put the light on in his room, so that if he stepped out of the dark room it would seem like an attack and at the very least was bound to be frightening. In his helplessness and since there was no time to be lost, he whispered through the crack in the door: ‘Fräulein Bürstner.’ It sounded more like an entreaty than a summons.


‘Is someone there?’ Fräulein Bürstner asked and looked round with startled eyes.


‘It’s me,’ K said and came out.


‘Ah, Herr K!’ said Fräulein Bürstner, smiling. ‘Good-evening,’ and she held out her hand.


‘I wanted to say a few words to you, will you let me do so now?’


‘Now?’ Fräulein Bürstner asked. ‘Has it got to be now? It’s a little bit unusual, isn’t it?’


‘I’ve been waiting for you since nine.’


‘Yes, well, I was at the theatre, I didn’t know you were waiting.’


‘What I wanted to talk to you about only happened today.’


‘Oh, well, I don’t have any fundamental objection, except that I’m so tired I’m ready to drop. Come into my room then, for a minute or two. We can’t possibly talk here anyway, it would wake everybody up and that would, I think, be even more unpleasant for us than for them. Wait here until I put the light on in my room and then turn the light off here.’ K did so and then waited till Fräulein Bürstner called to him softly from her room.
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