
First Prize: Present Tense 
 
He told me not to ask questions. He said that would ruin it. I said nothing. He 
said, “You’ve got that face now.” I said, “What face?” He said, “That face that 
hates surprises.”  
 He was right. He was always right.  
 I wondered aloud if he’d told Jill about it. He said not to ask Jill about it. 
 I asked Jill about it. 
 Jill said she had no idea what I was talking about. Jill was lying. I said, 
“Jill, you’ve got that face.” She said, “What face?” I said, “The face of someone 
who is lying.” Jill said, “Get over yourself.” 
 I went back to him. He laughed. He said, “Turn on the TV and forget 
about it.” He said, “It’s the MasterChef finale.” 
 I said, “I couldn’t care less about the MasterChef finale.” 
 He said, “Roses are read, violets are blue, you will be happy that I haven’t 
told you” 
 I said, “Shut up.” I said, “Rhyming doesn’t help.” 
 He said, “Settle, petal. C’mon they’re plating up.” 

*** 
 Jill said, “Hello, weekend away.” Said “Adieu” to the coffee routine, “So 
long” to the grocery routine (she anticipated a quaint providore with artisanal 
honey, tiny mustards), “Be gone” to the exercise routine, and “Sayonara” to the 
why-not-it’s-the-weekend snacks routine. 
 She walked past the second-hand shop in the small country town. The 
nostalgic smell of incense said, “Right this way.” She was the only customer. 
The attendant said “Hello” in the softest tones imaginable, as if she didn’t want 
to disturb the bric-a-brac. Jill said, nay, whispered. “G’day”.  
 She extricated herself. She said, “Such lovely weather.” She perused the 
various pieces. She said, suddenly, “What the fuck?” She said, “It can’t be.” 
But it was. And she said, “Can you put this one aside?” She said, “I’ve gotta 
make a call.” 

*** 
 When he asked me out, he said, “Let’s go to the beach.” I said, “A first 
date at the beach. Clichéd much?” He said, “Yep.” 
 I asked Jill, “This T-shirt?” She looked at the fit, the rips, the image on 
the front. She said, “Too slutty.” I said, “Fair call.” She said, “When’s he 
coming?” I said, “Soon.” And blushed. She said. “Ooh…Chuck E’s in love.” 
 I heard a beep. I said, “That’ll be him!” I strode out. He was leaning 
against his car. Looking sexy. It was a weird and cute little car. (“Just like you,” 
I later told him. “Stop it,” he said.) 



 It was blue, but with one white door. “It’s my little cloud car,” he said. He 
flicked his hair in that way I liked. 

*** 
 “Close your eyes”, he said. I took a sip of my champagne, put aside 
the scarf from Jill. “Ooh, yay!” she said. 
 I felt him leave the room, expectation arriving in his place. It said, “Soon.” 
 “Open them!” he said, returning. I saw a gift in blue paper. A Tiffany’s 
touch. “Top marks for wrapping,” I said. “You should work at DJs at Christmas.” 
 “Just open it.” He said. 

*** 
 The artist was taking a break. (“I deserve this,” he said). He thought he’d 
just pop out of his studio. Turned to his cat Metzinger and said, “I could use 
some air. I don’t know what I’m doing this morning. What am I doing?” The jet-
black moggie, self-contented, said nothing. Stretched. The artist said, “See ya 
later.” 
 He walked down the street in Marrickville. The sky said, “Summer”, the 
bees said, “Indeed.” The footpath said, “Follow your instinct.” 
 He turned off his usual path to the milk bar. He said, “Gotta mix things 
up. Gotta be open.” 
 He strode softly, meandering. He sought contentment. His tread said, 
“And….?” He saw a ladybird alight on a cumquat. “Aww,” he said. “Could I?” 
Then said, “No.” A basketball perched in a lemon tree. He said, “C’mon, man. 
Keep trying.”  
 He saw a sky-blue car with one white door, the passenger door, parked 
on the street. He said, “What in hell?” It all fit together. He said, “That’s 
something. That’s really something.” 

*** 
 I threw all the wrapping off with glee. A portrait of a street. Decidedly 
inner west. Gum trees. Bright day. Red-brick terrace house. A black cat. And 
out the front, a little sky-blue car, with one white door.  
 “We went to the beach,” I said.  
 “In my little cloud car,” he said.  
 “Oh, you two,” Jill said. 
 “I love it,” I said. 
 


