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      Summer days and new beginnings.

      Off the back of a bad breakup, Sabrina Chen is getting her act together. But reinventing yourself isn’t easy at twenty-four, especially when you don’t know who you are. For starters, does she want to be the kind of person who fancies that grumpy random guy from the park? Daniel Ryce certainly doesn’t seem like vision board material, but since when does life go according to plan?

      The Guy from the Park is a short and sweet “meet ugly” story, set in the world of Somerville Downs.
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      Snap! It was a vision board moment.

      Only a few white clouds dotted the blue sky while the afternoon sun shone bright and brilliant over Lakelands Reserve. The westerly wind had already cleared away the worst of the summer heat. A troupe of magpies trilled beside the picnic tables not far away. The air smelled like ageing nectar, sun-baked mulch, and the other scents of home.

      The camera wouldn’t capture all that of course, but her imagination would fill in the rest.

      Sabrina Chen looked down at her four-year-old nephew, who’d been dressed by his mother as a tiny Super Mario—complete with a red cap—to match “Auntie Sab’s” blue denim shorts and red Uniqlo t-shirt. He carried a soccer ball the size of his torso. So very cute, but it was definitely cumbersome. The boy couldn’t even see the ground in front of him.

      “You sure I can’t carry that for you, Joshy?” she offered, holding out a hand. “You might trip over.”

      “No!” Josh jerked the ball away, almost toppling over in the process. “I got it, Auntie Sab.”

      “I got it? Where’d you learn that from?”

      “I don’t know,” the kid sang, smiling up at Sabrina.

      Snap. Another vision board moment. Having her own cute kid like Josh was definitely not in the plan for the coming year, but he was perfect for the Someday, Maybe corner to the right of her dream car. This was already her fifth time babysitting for her big sister Ivy, and it still surprised her how well she and Josh got along, especially considering how absent she had been for the first couple years of her nephew’s life.

      What a mess she was back then, thanks to that ex-boyfriend. How naïve of her to think they could work. How much time she’d wasted staying with him so long. She’d been too soft, he’d been too hard—if only she’d had it in her to walk away sooner.

      Well, that was done now. It was done. No more putting up with adult tantrums and judgemental remarks on how she dressed and what she wanted for herself. There was a new Sabrina in town, one who could stand up on her own two feet and face the world.

      “Auntie Sab, I want to kick the ball!”

      “We will, Joshy. Just a little further so we’re away from the road.”

      “Oh-kay, you’re the boss.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Josh’s little face grinned in reply.

      Sabrina ruffled his hair and thought about something she’d heard once, about how kids gave you a fresh start. It was seeming like this didn’t just apply to parents. Even though Josh was oblivious to her past mistakes, his unwavering optimism and belief in her only boosted her self-confidence. Well, that and her recent breakthrough in therapy.

      Sabrina Chen might be in the midst of finding herself, but “Auntie Sab” was ever the hero to her little nephew. Especially on the days she took him to the park. That felt pretty awesome.

      “Come on, kiddo.” She steered him by the shoulders towards an empty patch of grass not far from Little Marlee Lake. His tiny body rolled with it, so trusting and forthright. “We can kick the ball over there.”

      For a kid who wasn’t even a metre tall, he had a decent left foot. Not that Sab was particularly into soccer, but when Josh’s kick sent the ball almost all the way to her, she decided he was going to grow up to be the Southern Hemisphere’s answer to Rooney. Or was it Rudy… Rayney?

      Perhaps this was another vision board moment. All her ex’s sports talk was starting to fade from memory.

      “Kick it back, Auntie Sab!” Josh squealed, his little sneakered feet stamping on the grass.

      His mother had emphatically requested that he come home pooped and ready for a bath and early bedtime, but several passes later, it looked like nothing would tire him out. Time to step things up a notch.

      “You ready to run, Joshy? This kick is gonna be a big one!”

      Josh shrieked with laughter and threw his hands in the air. That was close enough to a yes.

      Sabrina took a few steps back and ran up to the ball. This bit of park was fairly big and her nephew’s legs were tiny, but she could put on a good show for him. She gave a good boot and Josh cheered as he turned and ran, keeping his eyes on the ball as it went sailing through the air.

      Car tyres screeched from the road nearby. Sab looked around to check it out and noticed a little orange Datsun bounce off the curb and growling around a corner. No one nearby to get hurt—nothing worth worrying about. Probably just hoons on a joyride.

      “Hey, what the hell!” That voice sounded angry.

      Out of nowhere came a child’s wail. Sab spun around and spotted Josh by the lake, standing next to an angry-looking guy in running gear, holding the soccer ball. Without a second thought, she stormed over. Josh clung to her the second she arrived, his face already red and wet with tears.

      She put a hand on his head and glared at the guy. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “This your child?” the guy demanded, clearly unimpressed by the distressed toddler.

      Sab clenched her jaw to hide a grimace. No matter how rational or strong she felt, an angry male voice always triggered something unpleasant inside her. But this wasn’t the time to back down. She’d backed down enough when people shouted at her. She was done with that.

      So she ignored the guy’s question. It was a small thing, but it was a start. Her therapist would be proud of her.

      “What did you do to make him cry? He’s just a kid.”

      “This kid hit me in the face with his ball.”

      “Uh, someone this size kicking a ball that hard? I don’t think so.”

      “Well, somebody kicked it.”

      “Right, well, that was me. I kicked the ball and I’m sorry it hit you, but you don’t have to yell at a four-year-old just because your dignity got bruised.”

      “You’re just lucky I wasn’t an old person or on crutches,” the guy snapped. “You should be more careful. In some countries, people get sued for this kind of thing.”

      “Oh, come off it. You’re not on crutches, we’re not in ‘some countries’, and I doubt it even hit you that hard.”

      “Whatever. Just be more careful.” He dropped the ball at Josh’s feet. “Other people use this park too.”

      The kid whimpered and clung harder to Sabrina’s leg. She picked up Josh and gave him a bounce, staring the guy down as he left, shaking his head as he broke into a jog.

      “What a jerk,” she mumbled to her nephew, whose face was buried in her shoulder. She lifted him away and looked him squarely in the face. “Which is a shame because he was quite cute. But not as cute as you, Joshy, am I right? So there’s a lesson for us today. Never judge someone based on appearances. Got it?”

      But Josh only pouted and stared into the distance, obviously exhausted from the ruckus. At
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