The Inside Story    Colin Dexter 
It was 8.50 on the morning of Monday, 15th February, 1993. 

‘Hurry, Lewis!’ said Inspector Morse. Sergeant Lewis was driving him through the streets of Oxford and Morse was looking at a street plan. They were on their way to the scene of a murder. 

‘That’s it, Lewis: Jowett Place. What number is it?’ 

‘Fourteen. Where those two police cars are, sir.’ 

The Oxford City Police had received a telephone call an hour or two earlier from a man called Paul Bayley, living at 14 Jowett Place, who had discovered a murder. That morning, he told them, he had found that he had no milk for breakfast, so he had gone down to borrow some milk from the woman who lived in the flat below him, Sheila Poster. He had knocked on the door – found the door unlocked – walked in, and there . . . 

Now it was Morse who looked down at the woman lying on her back, just inside the living room. She was lying in a very large pool of blood. It appeared that she had been killed by a knife through the heart. 

Big brown eyes looked out at them from a pale face; her hair was long and dark. 

‘Beautiful girl,’ said Lewis quietly. 

Morse turned his eyes away. He always turned away from the sight of violent death. 

The police doctor had arrived, and was ready to examine the body. ‘You can look at her now,’ Morse said to her. 

The house had been divided into two flats; Sheila Poster had rented the ground floor, and the floor above was rented by Paul Bayley. Morse and Lewis went upstairs now to talk to him. 

Bayley was sitting beside a policeman in his untidy living room. He was a young man of twenty-seven or twenty-eight; he was tall, with long, dirty hair, but he was quite good-looking. Morse disliked him immediately. He had studied History at one of the Oxford University colleges, he told them, but he didn’t have a job just now. As he spoke, his fingers were moving all the time – short, fat, rather dirty fingers they were. 

On the evening before, he said, he had been out drinking with friends. He had not left the King’s Arms in Broad Street until it closed at ten o’clock, and then he had gone back with a friend to her flat. In fact he’d slept there, before returning to Jowett Place at about 7.15 that morning. He had already told the police the rest of the story. 

‘You slept with a woman last night?’ 

‘Yes.’ He looked at the floor. 

‘We shall have to know her name – the sergeant here will have to check with her. Now, what can you tell us about Sheila Poster?’ 

‘She was at St Hilda’s College at one time – studied English Literature. I don’t think she had a job.’ 

‘Did you know her well?’ 

‘Er . . . no, not really.’ 

Morse and Lewis went back to Sheila Poster’s flat. The police doctor was still in the murder room, examining the body, so they had a look at the other rooms – a kitchen and a bedroom, both very small. 

There was not much to see in the bedroom. The big cupboard contained her clothes and some cheap shoes. On the table beside the bed were a lamp, a clock, a box full of cheap jewellery and a book. 

The title of the book was Thoughts on Writing Stories. When Morse picked it up, it opened at a page where a leather bookmarker had been placed. Some sentences had been marked with a yellow pen: 

Of course the writer will make use of real people and events from his own experience. But to these he will add imaginary ones, which will give his story its special power. 

Lewis picked up the bookmarker, which had ‘Greetings from Erzincan’ on it. 

‘Where’s Erzincan?’ 

‘Eastern Turkey, I think. Wasn’t there an earthquake near there last year?’ 

From the room above they could hear the sound of someone walking up and down, up and down. Morse looked up at the ceiling. It must be Bayley. 

The doctor had finished her examination of the body, and Morse wanted to hear her opinion. 

‘It was a sharp knife, I think. A lot of blood, as you can see. The time of death was probably eight to ten hours ago. Eleven o’clock, twelve o’clock last night? I’ll be able to give you a more exact time later.’ 

♦ 

It was almost twelve o’clock when Morse gave the order for the body to be taken away. The police had finished their work on the flat, Lewis, with two policemen, had been sent out to check Bayley’s story, to question the neighbours, and to discover something about Sheila Poster’s past. And Morse himself now stood alone, looking round the room in which she had been murdered. 

He could see that there was not much to find there. All the drawers of the desk were empty; probably the murderer had taken everything away. No handbag, no documents, nothing. 

Or was there something? 

Above the desk was a wooden board with some picture postcards fixed to it. There was also a card which announced a crime-story competition, organised by the Oxford Library. It had an address on it, which Morse wrote down. Then he took down all the postcards, and looked at the backs. Only one, a picture of Cairo, had a message on it: 

‘Cairo is hot and unpleasant, but I miss you – R.’ 

It looked like a man’s writing. 

On the floor beside the desk there were some piles of magazines, which didn’t look very interesting. 

There were also some bookshelves, with books of poems on them. Morse noticed one of his favourites. He took it out, and another postcard fell out of it. It had a photograph of San Jose, in California, on the front, and on the back were written two lines of a poem: 

And far away are you, my love, 

And the sea’s between us two. 

The writing was the same as that on the Cairo card. 

Lewis came back into the room a little later, and began reading from his notebook: 

‘Sheila Emily Poster, age twenty-five; comes from Bristol; both parents dead, no brothers or sisters; second-class degree in English from St Hilda’s, 1990; worked for a time with the University Earth Sciences Department; has been in this flat for ten months.’ 

‘Good!’ said Morse. ‘Now I’d like you to look through these.’ He pointed to the piles of magazines, and went out to get some lunch. 

Lewis was still working when Morse came back. 

‘Have you found anything?’ 

 ‘Just one thing.’ He picked up an old copy of Oxford Week and pointed to an advertisement which had been marked with a cross in pencil. 

Cleaner wanted for ten hours a week. Educated person preferred. Box 733. 

‘I telephoned the paper about the box number, sir,’ said Lewis, ‘but the girl told me they didn’t keep records for more than three months.’ 

‘A pity. Well, I’ll leave you to finish the magazines.’ 

Morse had remembered the crime story competition. He decided to go himself to the address given on the card. He took a taxi there, and found it was the home of the head of the Oxford Book Association. 

‘We haven’t received many stories yet, because there’s still another month to the closing date,’ he told Morse. ‘These are the names of the writers.’ He showed him a list of nine names. Sheila Poster was not one of them. 

‘Of course, some don’t use their real names. Would you like to see their addresses?’ He gave Morse another list. 

Yes, there it was – (7) ELISSA THORPE, 14 Jowett Place. 

‘Can you let me have number seven, please?’ 

ELISSA THORPE . . . SHEILA POSTER – he realized that the two names were made up of the same letters! 

When he returned to his office, there was a message for him from the police doctor: she had found that Sheila Poster had been expecting a baby in about six months. 

But Morse had something else to think about. 

He sat down in his armchair and began to read Sheila’s story. And as he read, he remembered the words from the book beside her bed: ‘The writer will use real people and events . . . he will add imaginary ones . . .’ 

The story was clearly typed: 
DEATH IN NORTH OXFORD by Elissa Thorpe 

I saw the advertisement in the local newspaper: 
Cleaner needed three mornings a week, must be careful worker. Write to Mrs Gilbey, 5 Squitchey Lane, N. Oxford. 

Well, why not? I thought. I certainly needed some money, now that I'd lost my job. And there was the baby I was expecting. 

But that wasn't the real reason, of course. The real reason was that I wanted to meet Mrs Gilbey, wife of Mr John Gilbey . . . Can you guess why? You can't? Not yet? 

You will. 

I wrote to Mrs Gilbey (signing the letter Vera Carr instead of my real name, Marie Lawson) and she telephoned, asking me to come and see her. Her voice was cold. I guessed that she would be a real North Oxford lady. 

And she was. 

I took a bus out to Squitchey Lane, and found Number 5. It was a fine old house, built mostly of wood, with a well-kept garden. 

Mrs Gilbey didn't smile when she opened the front door. She took me into the kitchen and gave me a cup of coffee, while she asked me a lot of questions. I realized that she was a woman with a high opinion of herself and a low opinion of most other people. But she offered me the job. 

'Do you want me to clean the whole house?' I asked. 

'No, you needn't clean my husband's study. He's abroad.' 

'0h, is he?' I said politely. I didn't want to seem too interested in her husband. 

'Yes, he's giving a series of talks in America.' 

She took me to the front door, and I said goodbye. I looked back at her standing there: tall, well-dressed and even quite young – younger than I had expected. 

And yes, I have to say it - very attractive. 

I spent nine hours a week at the house. This was only just enough time to finish all the work I had to do. The most difficult room to clean was Mrs Gilbey's study. It was at the back of the house, built out into the garden, with big windows and a glass door. At the bottom of that was a small door for the cat, about twenty centimetres square. Every surface in the room, even the floor, was covered with untidy piles of books and papers. 

The sitting room had a lot of books in it too, but they were on shelves. On the Wednesday morning of my third week I was cleaning this room when my employer came to tell me that she had to go out for two hours. I had an idea. 

I took a book from the shelf beside me and blew along the top, making a cloud of dust. 'Would you like me to dust the books?' 

For a moment I thought I saw hate in her cold grey eyes. 

'Yes, if you put them back exactly as you found them.' 

'I'll try, madam.' 

'Don't try. Do it!' 

It was going to be a big job: bookshelves covered three sides of the room. In the middle of the morning I went to the kitchen to make some coffee. Outside the window I saw the young man who sometimes came to work in the garden. 

I held my coffee cup up to the window, inviting him to join me. He came in. He was really quite good-looking – except for his hands, with their short, fat fingers. 

I asked him how well he knew Mrs Gilbey. 

'Oh, quite well.' He smiled, like a man with a secret. Then he bent forward and kissed me on the lips. 

I was working on the books on the third wall when Mrs Gilbey came back. As I heard the front door open, I took a piece of paper from my pocket and pushed it between two books. I had written a few words on it, with a green pen: 

Dearest J 

Please try to keep this page somewhere, to help you to remember our love. 

MARIE. 

I pulled out a book just as Mrs Gilbey entered the room. The paper fell to the floor, and she picked it up. 

Holding the paper, she left the room without a word. 

At home I wrote another letter with that green pen, to my lover - to tell him that he was going to be the father of my child. I asked him to remember his promise to end his marriage and marry me. Now do you understand who he was? 

I addressed the letter to Squitchey Lane. I wanted his wife to read it - she would open it, I knew, before sending it to him. She would recognize the green writing. 

The next day I had to go to the hospital to be examined, to make sure my baby was all right. I had to wait a long time, and I began thinking. I thought of a good way to end John Gilbey's marriage - I could kill Mrs Gilbey! It would be easy - I had a plan! 

The following Thursday I received two letters. 

The first was from the hospital. I was fine. The baby was fine. I felt almost happy. 

The postmark on the second letter was Los Angeles. It was from the father of my child. 'Don't be stupid!' he wrote. 'You must not have that baby. I will pay for the operation, but then there must be a complete break between us. I will see you after my return, which is on the afternoon of Saturday 13th.' 

The following day, Friday, was going to be my last day as a cleaner, and that morning I completed my preparations. At first I had intended to kill only Mrs Gilbey; but now I had decided to include Him as well. If they were together. 

On Saturday I received another letter, from Mrs Gilbey. 

Dear Marie Lawson, 

Oh yes, I do know your real name! You see, my husband told me all about you, and showed me a photograph of you. You really must be very stupid - you thought you were watching me, and all the time I was watching you! I wanted to know why you had come here. 

I am writing now to tell you not to return here. Also to thank you for your letter to my husband. (I made a copy of it before sending it to him.) You see, I intend to end my marriage, and marry someone else. My lawyer informs me that your letter will be very useful when the case goes to court. 

V. GILBEY (MRS). 

Stupid. Both of them had called me stupid. 

That Saturday night, very late, I entered the front garden of 5 Squitchey Lane, and waited until the light was turned out in Mrs Gilbey's bedroom. I knew they must both be in there, because I had seen two figures behind the curtains. After another hour I made my way silently into the back garden, and to the door of the study. 

Behind the cat-door I had placed a big pile of papers. Now I lit a match, and pushed it through the hole until it touched the papers. They began to burn immediately. There were more papers beside them, and soon those were burning too. I ran away from the house and out of the garden. 

From fifty metres away I could see that the sky behind the house was pink. But I didn't stay to watch. 

The story of the fire was in Monday's Oxford It said that the house had been completely destroyed. Two bodies had been found, but they were unrecognizable. The police thought they were the bodies of Mr John Gilbey, who had just returned from America, and his wife Valerie. 

There was more about the fire in Tuesday's paper.' 

Late on Monday evening the Oxford police were very surprised to receive a telephone call from Mr John Gilbey, who was at Heathrow Airport. He had not left America on Saturday after all, and had telephoned his wife to inform her of this. He had just arrived in England, and he had read about the fire in a newspaper. 

So, whose was the second body in the Gilbeys' house? It was a complete mystery. 

But it wasn't a mystery to me. I could guess who was in Mrs Gilbey's bedroom that night. 

Mr Gilbey had telephoned his wife on Saturday - so she had known he would not be in England. It was her last chance to spend a night with her good-looking young lover. 

And Mr Gilbey had also telephoned me. 

Now I shall wait a little, until the worst of the shock has passed. And then I shall telephone him, and suggest a meeting. Perhaps we could have a life together after all. What do you think? 
Lewis came into Morse’s office just before four o’clock. 

‘There’s not much to report, sir. I found a postcard on the board in her room – it’s probably from a boyfriend.’ 

‘I saw it.’ 

‘And another card – I think the writing is the same.’ 

It was a picture of Tashkent, in Uzbekistan; the message on the back was ‘Travelling 250 K East’. 

‘I found it in her book of maps,’ Lewis said. ‘I was looking for Erzincan.’ 

Morse now picked up Sheila Poster’s story, and explained where he had got it. ‘I don’t think it’s a very good story, but it should give us some clues. I want you to read it. You can go and have a sandwich at the same time.’ 

Lewis returned an hour later. ‘Well, there are a lot of clues, sir, but I expect the names are all false.’ 

‘Probably, but you can check. And telephone some university departments and ask for the names of men who have given talks recently in America.’ 

Lewis went off. Morse returned to the murder room at 14 Jowett Place, where a policeman was guarding the door: he felt there was something there that he had missed. But he could find nothing more in that sad room. He sat down in the only comfortable chair and went to sleep. 

Next morning, Lewis reported that he had failed to discover anything. 

‘I failed, too,’ said Morse. 

‘So what do we do next?’ 

‘Perhaps we should try and think about the reason for the crime. And about what Sheila Poster was trying to tell us – trying to tell herself – in the story she wrote.’ He paused for a minute, and then began speaking slowly. ‘Let’s think of her situation. She had a job, and then she lost it. Now she hasn’t any money – everything she owns is cheap. She meets a man, and falls in love with him. He’s married – but he tells her he’ll take her away somewhere, and she believes him. Then by chance she finds an advertisement his wife has put in the localpaper. She goes to work there – she’s jealous of her. Then the husband changes his mind, and leaves her. Now she hates both of them, and wants to 

destroy them. But she finds she doesn’t really want to destroy the father of her child. So in her story she changes things and gives the wife a lover of her own, and destroys both of them. Now the husband is alone, and she hopes to win him back. 

‘But the real-life husband wants to break with Sheila. He wants to keep the whole thing secret – perhaps it’s important for his job. He goes to see her, but she won’t do what he wants. She says she’ll tell everyone about the baby. He loses his temper – and then he knifes her . . .’ 

‘Who knifes her?’ asked Lewis quietly 

‘Yes, who? I just don’t know.’ Morse looked angry, but there was something that Lewis wanted to ask him. 

‘I hope you don’t mind, sir, but could I go home for an hour or two at lunchtime? You see, our kitchen wall is in a terrible state – it looks like the after effects of an earthquake – and we’ve asked someone to come and–’ 

He stopped. Morse was looking at him very strangely. 

‘Lewis, my old friend, you’ve found the answer! Now I see it . . . I see all of it. . . Yes, of course you can go home!’ 

♦ 

Lewis returned three hours later, with the news that his house was not going to fall down after all. 

Morse was looking very cheerful, too. On the desk in front of him were some postcards and the bookmarker from Sheila’s flat. 

He picked up the bookmarker. ‘Clue number one, from Erzincan, Turkey. Numbers two, three and four’ – he pointed to them – ‘cards from Uzbekistan, Cairo and California. All places where there have been earthquakes recently. Clue number five, the fact that Sheila had worked in the Earth Sciences Department here. I was blind not to think about that before. And then you, Lewis, start talking about an earthquake in your kitchen–’ 

‘Actually, sir, it was the ground under the house–’ 

 ‘So I telephoned the secretary of the Earth Sciences Department, and asked which of their people had been giving talks in America recently. She said nobody had. Then she thought for a moment and said someone had just got back from a six-week visit to Sacramento, in California, where a group of scientists from all over the world had been discussing . . . what do you think?’ 

‘Earthquakes!’ cried Lewis. ‘What’s his name, sir? Does his first name begin with R?’ 

‘It does. Dr Robert Grainger, lives at Cumnor Hill.’ 

♦ 

‘Why do you think he did it?’ asked Lewis, as they drove towards Cumnor Hill, a few kilometres out of Oxford. 

‘Do you mean Grainger? Well, he had one possible reason. He was hoping to be made Head of Department –the biggest prize of all. But–’ 

‘Sheila Poster was going to ruin everything,’ said Lewis. 

Morse started to speak, but changed his mind. 

When they reached Dr Grainger’s house, they crossed the well-kept garden and knocked on the front door. It was opened by a man of about forty-five, thin, with grey hair. 

‘Dr Grainger?’ Morse showed him his police card. 

‘Yes. You had better come in.’ He led them into a sitting room. They sat down, and Morse began asking him questions. 

Grainger spoke slowly, and without feeling. Yes, he knew that Sheila Poster had been murdered. He’d read it in the Oxford News. Yes, they had been lovers; she had wanted him to leave his wife and go to live with her. She had told him about the baby, but he didn’t believe her. His wife knew all about it. In fact, Sheila had managed to get a job as a cleaner in the house while he was away, and had tried to poison the relationship between his wife and himself. She had been working there until about two weeks ago. Now his wife was very upset about the murder. 

‘Dr Grainger?’ 

‘Where were you on Sunday night?’ asked Morse quietly. 

‘I was in America – that’s where I was.’ 

‘And you can prove that?’ 

Grainger went over to a desk near Lewis’s chair, where a large envelope lay beside a wedding photograph. ‘Here are my travel documents.’ He gave the envelope to Morse. ‘As you can see, I arrived back only yesterday afternoon – Monday. The plane landed at 4.15. I caught the bus to Oxford, and got here at about 6.45.’ 

That should be easy to check. Now, sir, could I speak to Mrs Grainger?’ 

‘No, I’m sorry, she’s gone out. I don’t know where.’ 

‘I see. It would help us, sir, if you knew where Mrs Grainger was on Sunday night?’ 

‘She went to a party in London with a woman friend. She told me they caught the 12.20 train back from London, arriving in Oxford at about two in the morning. They got a taxi home from the station. The woman lives next door, actually.’ He pointed to the right. 

Morse waved to Lewis, who went off to question her. 

Morse was already sitting in the car when Lewis joined him ten minutes later. 

‘He’s right. They got back here about half past two in the early hours of Monday morning. That’s after the time of the murder, so she can’t be the murderer.’ 

‘And it can’t be Dr Grainger, if he was still in America.’ Morse did not seem worried by this. 

Lewis was smiling. ‘There’s something I have to tell you, sir. Yesterday, when we talked to Paul Bayley, he said he’d been with his girlfriend all night.’ 

‘You told me you’d checked his story with her.’ 

‘I did check. Bayley told me that I would find her in the City Library. She was there, and I questioned her. She said her name was Wendy Allworth. She told me she spent the whole of Sunday night with Bayley – they slept on the floor together in a friend’s house in South Oxford. But she refused to give the friend’s name. Sir did you see the wedding photograph on Dr Grainger’s desk?’ 

‘Yes but I wasn’t close enough to recognize the faces. Was it of Dr and Mrs Grainger?’ 

‘Yes. She’s a very beautiful woman, sir – more beautiful than Sheila Poster.’ 

‘I expect she’s changed since that picture was taken.’ 

Lewis gave a happy smile. 

‘No, she hasn’t! You see, I saw her yesterday, in the City Library. “Wendy Allworth” is Sylvia Grainger!’ 

Morse didn’t look as surprised as Lewis expected. 

Lewis went on: ‘And I think it was Bayley who was Mrs Grainger’s gardener – probably Sheila had told him about the job there – and Bayley fell in love with Mrs Grainger.’ 

Morse continued the story. ‘And Mrs Grainger fell in love with him. She told him she wanted to end her marriage, and marry him instead. She knew that her husband and the cleaner were lovers – her husband had told her. But now the cleaner claims she’s having a baby. The father’s not Grainger, though . . .’ 

‘But Bayley. Yes, sir.’ 

‘And Bayley went to see Sheila on Sunday night – and she refused to do what he wanted – so he murdered her. Is that what you believe?’ 

‘Yes, but how–’ 

‘Tell me, do you think Sylvia Grainger knew about the murder when you talked to her in the library?’ 

‘No, I don’t. Bayley probably rang her up after we questioned him, and asked her to tell the police that story – but I don’t think he told her about the murder.’ 

I agree. She was ready to do a lot to help him, but not that.’ 

But sir . . . how do you know all this?’ 

‘Well, this morning I sent a policeman to watch Bayley’s house, and to follow him when he went out. At half past one he went to the Randolph Hotel, and met a woman there – a beautiful woman. After he’d left her, I told the policeman to take Bayley back to the police station.’ 

‘So he’s there now?’ said Lewis slowly. 

‘Yes, I telephoned them just now. It seems that he’s ready to talk. So let’s go, shall we?’ 

Lewis started the car and drove in silence for some minutes. ‘Morse has won again!’ he thought. Then he said: ‘What did make you think it was Bayley, sir?’ 

‘A silly little thing, really. When I first saw Bayley, I noticed his hands – short, fat fingers, he has. And then, this morning, I read Sheila’s story again – and she talks about the gardener’s hands, ‘with their short, fat fingers’. But there’s another thing, Lewis. So often it’s the person who finds the body who was responsible for the murder.’

Activities:
Before you read 
1 In this story the murdered woman has written a crime story. How do you think her story might help the police to solve the crime? 
2 Find these words in your dictionary. Use them in the sentences below. 

clue    earthquake 
a The ............. caused a lot of damage in Turkey. 

b The detectives looked for a ........... to help them find the murderer. 

After you read 
3 Answer these questions. 

a Which two events on the list below come from Sheila’s ‘inside story’? Cross them out. 

(i) Sheila writes a story. 

(ii) Morse examines Sheila’s body. 

(iii) Dr Grainger goes to California. 

(iv) Lewis’s kitchen is repaired. 

(v) Morse reads Sheila’s story. 

(vi) A letter is written with a green pen. 

(vii) A woman is questioned in the Oxford Library. 

(viii) Morse and Lewis talk to Dr Grainger. 

(ix) Bayley meets Mrs Grainger at a hotel. 

(x) Sheila goes to work for Mrs Grainger. 

(xi) A man and a woman die in a fire. 
(xii) Dr Grainger returns to Oxford from California.
b Put the other events under the correct headings below, in the order in which they happened. Before the story begins  Monday  Tuesday 
4 Morse found many clues. Discuss what they were and which one finally led him to the murderer. 

5 In this story, the murdered girl, Sheila, wrote a story herself. Which of the events in Sheila’s story were true in her own life and which were not? Correct those that were not true. ‘Her lover’ means Dr Grainger.

(a) She applied for a job as a cleaner in her lover’s house.

(b) Her lover was away in the United States.

(c) She was expecting a baby and he was the father.

(d) Her lover’s wife was a very beautiful woman.

(e) The gardener at the house had short, fat fingers.

(f) Her lover wrote to her from America to tell her not to have the baby.

(g) His wife wrote to say she was going to marry another man.

(h) She set fire to the house but the people who died were the wife and the gardener.

6 Why is the story called ‘The Inside Story’?

