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Modal Verbs – to Express Certainty (確実なこと) – Present and Past  

 

Present & Future  

 

   meaning     form     

  確実なこと  certain must       

…かも知れない  not certain might        + Verbbase form 

…かも知れない  not certain may         (base form = 原形) 

…かも知れない  not certain could       

 

examples:  

The teacher is not here.  He must be sick today. 

John is not home yet. He might be working late tonight.  

 

Past  

 

   meaning        form        

確実なこと  certain must             

…かも知れない  not certain might    +   have   +  Verbpast participle 

…かも知れない  not certain may          (past participle = 過去分詞) 

…かも知れない  not certain could             

 

example:  

The teacher is not here. He must have overslept this morning. 

John came home late last night. He might have worked  late last night. 
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仮定する suppose  仮説を立てる hypothesize 

 

You’re a detective (探偵, 刑事). Read about the mysterious murder and think about a possible explanation 

for why and how it happened. Use the grammatical patterns which express suppositions: 

 

a) supposition about the present:   may/might/could/must + present form of a verb 

b) supposition about the past:   may/might/could/must + have + past participle of a verb  

 

Murder Mystery 

 

The victim was found in her bedroom on the second floor of her house. The front door and her bedroom 

door were locked from the inside. There were two wine glasses on the table in her room.  One was empty 

and the other was full. There was an ashtray with several cigarette butts in it. The victim had a small white 

button in her hand and several long, blond hairs. Her watch was found on the floor and it had stopped at 

11:30. The drawers of the victim’s desk were open and there were papers all over the floor. Nothing 

appeared to be missing from the room.  

 

 

Write something about these things, using the grammatical patterns a) and b) above and explain the reason 

for your idea (use ...because...): 

 

1. the locked doors 

2. the wine glasses 

3. the ashtray 

4. the small white button 

5. the long, blond hairs 

6. the watch 

7. the drawers of the desk 

 

 

1. The killer might have left through a window because the bedroom door was locked from the inside. 

2. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

5. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

6. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

7. _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Sample answers 

Explanations that use modals -- could, may, might, must 

1. The victim must have let the killer into the house because the doors were locked from the inside. 

2. One person did not drink wine, so this indicates that the killer might have put poison in the wine 

and so he did not want to drink it. 

3. The ashtray is an indication of the length of time they were together. There were several cigarette 

butts in the ashtray, so the two people could have been talking for over an hour before they started 

to argue about something. The murder might not have been planned. It might have just occurred 

as they began to argue and fight. The killer may have planned to put only sleeping pills in the wine, 

not poison. Her plan could have been to take some important papers that she wanted while the 

victim was sleeping. 

4. The victim had a small white button and long blond hairs in her hand. This indicates that the killer 

must have been a woman. The small button came from a woman’s blouse, and it is more common 

for women to have long hair. 

5. The watch that is broken at the time of 11:30 might indicate the time of the murder. It might have 

been broken during the struggle between victim and killer. However, it is a suspiciously convenient 

clue. It could be planted evidence. The killer might have broken it as a way to create an alibi. 

6. The killer must have been looking for some scandalous photos or documents because there were 

papers all over the floor. She might have been looking for something specific because nothing 

valuable was stolen. 

Explanations that use If…. (conditionals) 

1. It seems like the killer and the victim knew each other because the door was locked from the inside 

and there were two wine glasses and cigarette butts in the ashtray. If this had been an attack by a 

stranger, there would have been a broken lock or broken window. The victim must have let the 

killer come into the house, and they must have spent some time talking before the murder 

happened.  

2. It appears that the killer is not a thief. If the killer were a thief, valuable items and money would be 

missing. 

3. If the killer had been a man, the poison would not have been necessary. A man could have been 

strong enough to kill with his hands, but a female killer could have wanted to use poison to weaken 

the victim before fighting her. 

4. If something is too good to be true, it probably is not true. This must be the case with the watch that 

is broken and stopped at 11:30. It must be planted evidence. The killer could have got the idea to 

set the watch to a time that would give her a good alibi. She must have broken it deliberately, 

hoping that the police would believe 11:30 was the time of the murder. 


