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Hypothetical or Imaginary Situations in the Present

1
Imaginary Situations with if
When talking about hypothetical or imaginary situations in the present, we go back one tense into the past.

I don’t have much money, but if I had more, I would buy a house.

This is sometimes called the ‘unreal past’. The unreal past is most often used after if (in conditional sentences) as above.

REMEMBER:

In the main clause of conditional sentences like this, we often use would /

wouldn’t.

If I had more money, I would buy a house.

Other modal verbs are possible, too.

If I had more money, I would buy a house
 (= I would definitely do this)


 I might buy a house
 (= it is possible that I’d do this)


 I could buy a house 
 (= I would be able to do this)

In certain phrases with the unreal past, we can use were with the first and third

person.

If only it weren’t raining, we could have a picnic in the park.
If I were you, I’d study a bit harder for your exam.
2
Imaginary Situations with wish and if only
We can also use the unreal past after if only and wish because they also describe imaginary situations.

I wish I could cook Chinese food.

(= I can’t cook Chinese food)
I wish it wasn’t snowing.


(= but it is snowing)
If only you had a job!



(= but you don’t)

REMEMBER:

We can also use wish + would. There are two main uses.

a
To refer to things that you would like to happen in the future (but you don’t think will happen)


I wish my boyfriend would get a job!

b
I wish + you/it would(n’t) is often used to express annoyance.


I wish you’d turn your stereo down!

If there is no possibility of a change, we must use the Past Simple. Compare:


I wish you were were wealthier.


I wish you’d be more careful.

It is unusual to use this construction in the first person.


I wish I would know how to do this.

3
Other Phrases to Describe Imaginary Situations

a
Suppose and imagine are also followed by an unreal past as they describe imaginary situations.

Suppose we won a million dollars …
b
It’s time also takes an unreal past. It means ‘I/you/he, etc. should do this now’.


It’s time you graduated from high school.

The same idea can be expressed using an infinitive construction.


It’s time for you to graduate from high school.
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