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The Empty Plinth
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I noticed it because the light didn’t fall the way it was supposed to.

Suttons Beach changes every morning, but only within limits. The sky decides what kind of day it’s going to pretend to be while the tide shifts. What doesn’t change is how the sun catches on certain fixed points. The curve of the jetty. The line of the sea wall. The bronze shoulders of the sculpture at the north end of the sand.

That morning, the light slid straight through where the statue should have been.

I stopped walking without meaning to. One foot sank into damp sand, the other stayed dry. A jogger adjusted her path to get around me, breath loud, shoes whispering past, already committed to wherever she thought she was going.

The plinth was empty.

It took longer than it should have to register. Absence always does. The mind tries to correct it, supplies what belongs where now there was nothing. I waited for the shape to resolve, for familiarity to assert itself. It didn’t.

There was only the square concrete base, pale on top, darker at the sides where salt and years had left their mark.

The sculpture had been there as long as I could remember. A human form, abstracted but recognisable, arms lifted as if balancing something invisible. Kids climbed it. Teenagers leaned against it to take photos they never printed. Old people used it as a meeting point. It had never been especially loved, but it was known. That counts for more in a place like this.

The sand around the plinth was disturbed. Not in the casual way it gets disturbed when people linger, but scraped and pressed, as if something heavy had been shifted. There were shallow grooves, half-smoothed by the night breeze but still legible if you knew how to look. Parallel lines, close together.

I crouched and ran my fingers along one of them. Tyre tracks. The sand was cool beneath the surface. Whatever had been here had gone hours ago, not minutes. Early morning, then. Or late night. Probably both.

I straightened and looked around. The beach was doing what it always did at that hour. A few joggers moving in opposite directions, each pretending not to see the others. A man with a dog standing near the water, throwing a stick with mechanical patience. The café shutters still down, the smell of yesterday’s coffee grounds faint in the air. No one was looking at the plinth. No one had noticed yet.

I took out my phone and snapped a photo. Then another, closer, angled to catch the tracks. I didn’t know why I was doing it. Habit, I suppose. Or curiosity. Or the simple irritation that comes when something is wrong and no one seems to mind.

I circled the base slowly. On the western side, where the sand met the concrete, there were scuff marks. Not footprints exactly. More like the drag of rubber. Something had been manoeuvred carefully, adjusted more than once. This hadn’t been a smash-and-grab. Whoever took the sculpture had planned it or at least rehearsed it.

I stood again and looked toward the car park. The surface there was smooth, swept clean by council trucks every few days. Any tracks would be gone by now. But the angle mattered. The plinth sat slightly offset, not directly aligned with the access path. That meant the vehicle would have had to come in at a shallow diagonal, close to the dunes.

I followed the imagined line with my eyes. The sand showed more disturbance that way. A faint trail, easy to miss unless you were already looking for it. It curved, then disappeared near the low fence that separated the beach from the grassed area beyond.

The fence was new. Or newer than the rest. I remembered that because it had been painted recently, a shade of council green that never quite matched the surroundings.

As I walked toward it, the smell reached me before the colour did. Fresh paint has a particular sharpness, especially this close to the water. It sat in the back of my throat, out of place among salt and seaweed. I slowed without meaning to, my attention narrowing.

The fence looked intact. No broken slats, no obvious damage. But when I leaned closer, I could see where something had brushed against it. A faint smear, lighter than the rest, where the paint had been rubbed before it fully cured. I touched it with my fingertip. It came away tacky.

That bothered me more than it should have. Councils repaint fences all the time. Schedules overlap. Work gets done out of order. But paint doesn’t stay tacky for long in this heat. If something had scraped it recently, that meant the fence had been painted recently too.

I stepped back and looked again at the plinth, the tracks, the fence. The pieces didn’t form a picture yet, but they were close enough to make me uneasy.

“Morning.”

I turned. The jogger from earlier had stopped a short distance away. She had her hands on her hips now, breathing hard, sweat darkening the collar of her shirt. Mid-forties, maybe. Local. I’d seen her before, though not enough to know her name.

“Morning,” I said.

“You looking for something?” she asked.

“Something’s missing,” I said, and nodded toward the plinth. She followed my gaze, frowned. 

“Huh. That’s odd.”

“You didn’t notice when you ran past?”

She shook her head. “No. I don’t usually look at it. It’s just... there.”

“Was,” I said.

“Did you see anything last night?” I asked.

She hesitated. “Like what?”

“A vehicle. A truck or a van.”

Her brow furrowed as she considered it. “I did hear something, I suppose. Late. But that’s not unusual. People come and go at all hours.”

“Did you see it?”

She shook her head again. “No. Just noise. A van, maybe. Hard to say.”

“Where was it parked?”

She gestured vaguely. “Near the fence, I think. Over there.”

The same freshly painted fence. I thanked her, and she jogged off, already folding the encounter into the rest of her morning, the missing sculpture no more than a curiosity she’d forget by lunchtime.

I stood there a while longer. The longer I looked, the more deliberate it all seemed. The choice of time. The approach angle. The care taken not to leave obvious damage. Vandals don’t bring vehicles onto sand at night and manoeuvre heavy objects without drawing attention. Vandals don’t worry about paint.

I took a few more photos, then sent one to Darren Holt at the paper. No message. Just the image of the empty plinth. He’d understand.

By the time I walked back toward the street, a small knot of people had gathered. Word travels fast when something visible goes missing. Phones came out. Speculation started. Teenagers were mentioned within thirty seconds. I stayed on the edge of it, listening.

“That sculpture cost a fortune,” someone said.

“Bloody kids,” someone else replied.

A council ute pulled up a few minutes later. The logo on the door was freshly waxed. A man got out wearing a hi-vis vest and the expression of someone who already knew how this was going to go. He surveyed the scene with a practiced eye, nodded to himself, then noticed me standing near the fence.

“You find this?” he asked.

“I noticed it,” I said.

He sighed. “Vandalism, most likely.”

I didn’t answer.

“We’ll get a statement later,” he added, already turning away. “Council’ll sort it.”

As he walked back to the ute, he glanced at the fence. Just for a moment. His eyes flicked to the smear in the paint, then away again. It was quick. But it was there.

That was when I knew this wasn’t going to stay simple.
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AFTER RETURNING TO THE FLAT FOR A QUICK BREAKFAST AND I went downstairs, the bell over the newsagency door rang as I came in, thin and metallic, cutting through the quiet hum of the refrigeration unit by the drinks fridge. Darren was behind the counter with his sleeves rolled up, a pencil clenched between his teeth as he shuffled pages on the layout board. He looked up when he saw me, eyes sharpening.

“Well?” he said.

I didn’t answer straight away. I walked past the counter, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, and twisted the cap off. I could already feel the morning settling into me, that low-grade pressure behind the eyes that came from noticing things before caffeine.

“It’s gone,” I said finally. “Cleanly.”

Darren exhaled through his nose. “Council’s calling it vandalism.”

“I know.”

“You were there?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And it wasn’t vandalism.”

He slid the pencil out of his mouth and tapped it once against the counter. “You’re sure.”

“I’m sure enough not to like how sure I am.”

That got his attention. Darren leaned back slightly, weight shifting, the way he did when he was deciding whether something was front-page material or not. The paper wasn’t much, but it had reach. People read it because it turned up whether they wanted it or not.

“What did you see?” he asked.

I gave him the short version. The plinth. The tracks. The fence. I left out the smell of paint, because that was still forming into something I didn’t have words for yet. I mentioned the jogger. The council worker’s glance.

Darren listened without interrupting, which told me he already knew this wasn’t going to be a one-paragraph filler piece.

“Police?” he asked when I finished.

“They’ll get there eventually,” I said. “Once council stops trying to make it quiet.”

“Council wants it quiet?”

“They always do.”

He nodded, already thinking ahead. “You want me to hold off printing anything specific?”

“For now,” I said. “Let them commit to the wrong version first.”

He smiled at that, thin and appreciative. “You’re going to make enemies.”

“I always have,” I said. “They just don’t remember why.”

I took the water upstairs and left Darren to his pages. The flat was cool, the curtains still half-drawn against the glare. My cat was asleep on the back of the couch, a compact grey shape that lifted one eyelid at my entrance and decided I wasn’t worth waking for. I set the bottle down and stood by the window again.

The fence across the street looked worse in daylight. Not obviously wrong, just... newer than everything around it. The paint caught the sun too cleanly. It didn’t belong to the same timeline as the cracked pavement or the tired shopfronts.

A delivery truck pulled in a few doors down. The driver hopped out, already on his phone, and started unloading crates. Normality kept happening. It always does. I sat at the small table by the window and opened my notebook.

The first page was blank. That was important. I didn’t start with theories. I started with facts.

Plinth empty.
Tracks in sand.
Fence recently painted.
Vehicle likely used.
Council minimising.

There was a knock at the door. Two quick raps, then a pause that suggested whoever it was expected compliance. I opened it to find Senior Constable Mark Ellison on the landing, hat in hand, expression already set to neutral. He was one of the reasons I’d lasted as long as I had. He didn’t mind me, which in his job counted as approval.

The police tolerated me because I didn’t embarrass them. Council tolerated me because I wasn’t official. Neither liked it when I crossed those lines, but they rarely said it out loud. That arrangement had worked for years. It depended on me knowing when to stop.

I didn’t think this was going to stop easily.

“Morning, Calder,” he said.

“Morning.”

“You were at the beach early.”

“So were you,” I said.

He gave a small shrug. “Council rang it in. Thought it best to have a look.”

“And?”

“And it looks like vandalism,” he said.

I waited. Ellison met my eyes, then glanced past me into the flat, as if expecting to see something incriminating lying around. He didn’t. I was careful about that.

“You find anything interesting?” he asked.

“I found reasons not to use that word.”

His mouth twitched, just a little. “You always do.”

“Did you see the fence?” I asked.

He hesitated. That was answer enough, but he spoke anyway. “Maintenance did some work along there last week.”

“Yesterday,” I said.

He frowned. “Yesterday?”

“The paint’s still tacky.”

He shifted his weight. “Council didn’t mention that.”

“No,” I said. “They wouldn’t.”

Ellison sighed. “Look, Graham. This is their problem until it isn’t. If it turns into theft, we’ll step in properly. For now, they want it handled quietly.”

“Quietly doesn’t bring sculptures back,” I said.

“No,” he agreed. “But it stops questions.”

We stood there for a moment, the unspoken rules between us hanging in the air. He wasn’t telling me to stop. He was reminding me I wasn’t supposed to start.

“I’m going to have a look around,” I said.

“I figured,” he replied. “Just... don’t make work for me.”

“I never do,” I said.

He gave me a look that suggested a long memory, then nodded once and headed back down the stairs. I watched him go, then closed the door.

The notebook stayed open on the table. I added a line.

Police aware. Police waiting.

I spent the next hour walking. Not aimlessly. I followed the service road that ran behind the beach, keeping my pace casual, my eyes busy. Redcliffe had a habit of revealing itself if you didn’t rush it. Laneways, back fences, little pockets of neglect where things collected and stayed forgotten.

I passed the spot where the fence met the road and stopped. The paint smear was more obvious from this side. A clean arc, low to the ground. I crouched and pressed my thumb into it. It gave slightly, then sprang back, leaving a shallow print. Whoever had painted it had done a rush job. No primer. No curing time.

I stood and looked up and down the road. No cameras. That didn’t surprise me. The council liked the appearance of oversight more than the expense of it.

A van passed at the far end, white, unmarked. My eyes followed it without thinking, cataloguing the way it moved. It turned a corner and disappeared. Probably nothing.

By the time I looped back toward the shop, the morning had fully asserted itself. People were out. Conversations drifted from open windows. Someone argued with a phone company on the footpath.

I stopped in at the café on the corner and ordered coffee. The barista glanced at her phone while it poured.

“Did you hear about the statue?” she asked.

“It’s a sculpture,” I said.

“Whatever,” she replied. “Council reckons kids took it.”

“Do they?” I said.

She shrugged. “That’s what everyone’s saying.”

There it was. The story settling in. I took my coffee and went back outside.

By lunchtime, the council ute had gone from the beach. A temporary sign stood near the plinth, apologising for the inconvenience. Nothing about theft. I stood across the road and read it twice.

Apologies are easier than explanations. Back upstairs, I opened the notebook again and started a new page.

––––––––
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Questions.

Why repaint the fence?
Why remove the sculpture whole?
Why use the service road?

THE ANSWERS WEREN’T ready yet, but the shape of them was starting to form. Someone had planned this. Not carefully enough to be invisible, but carefully enough not to be obvious. That kind of planning didn’t come from boredom. It came from intent. I closed the notebook and looked at the clock.

Too early to call anyone. I put my jacket back on. Outside, the street looked the same as it always did. Cars passing. Life continuing.

But something had shifted. I could feel it, the way you feel pressure change before a storm. The peninsula had lost something it thought it owned, and it didn’t know yet that it wasn’t getting it back easily.

As I locked the door behind me, I caught sight of the fence again, the fresh paint catching the sun like a warning. I stood there a moment longer than necessary.

Then I started walking. The first problem with investigating something everyone thinks they already understand is that you’re always late.
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Official Dismissal
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By the time I got back to the beach the next morning, the plinth had been cleaned. Not replaced, cleaned. The bolts were gone, the top surface scrubbed back to a uniform grey, as if whatever had been there had left a stain. The apology sign had been moved closer, angled so it photographed better. I stood a little way off and watched people read it.

Some slowed. Some nodded. Most didn’t break stride. A few took photos. No one looked around as if expecting answers to be nearby. That was the point.

Council had done exactly what they were meant to do. They’d reduced the absence to a maintenance issue. Temporary inconvenience. The beach itself hadn’t changed, after all. You could still walk it. Still point out landmarks that weren’t missing.

I walked the perimeter instead, keeping to the edge where sand gave way to path. I wasn’t looking for new clues. I was checking what had been erased.

The tracks were gone. Not softened or obscured. Raked smooth, the sand combed into polite lines that led nowhere. Someone had been thorough. That took time. I crouched anyway, more out of habit than hope, and ran my hand along the surface. All I felt was grit and the faint vibration of the tide beneath it.

“You won’t find anything there.”

The voice came from behind me, casual, male. I straightened and turned. He was standing a few metres back, hands in his pockets
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