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The Hammerhead Light was a tower of stone. It stood hard and high on the headland, rising up from the outermost edge of the
   cliffs like a white monument. Sometimes, when the afternoon sun shone low in the west, it caught the weathered stone and the
   tower glowed warmly against the dark storm-clouds and the sea. Sometimes, when the fog came up from the south or the white spume spun before the
   wind, the great pillar loomed out of the mist like a tombstone for doomsday. And sometimes in the still moonlight it floated
   magically on the water.



For the Light stood on Hammerhead Point — a huge chunk of rock that was shaped like a sledgehammer, with a long narrow handle
   leading back to the mainland. It was a perilous link. On either side the sea had cut the cliffs straight down like walls.
   On fine days the waves hissed and sneered far down around the base of rocks that ringed the Hammerhead, and on windy days
   they rose up and battered the headland until it shook.



At times like that, when the sea was at the peak of its fury, it swept right over the Hammerhead Handle, for there were places
   where the link was only five or six metres wide — like a neck, a causeway, a slender bony rib. Then the rocks ran with shining runnels and the water streamed back over
   the edge of the cliffs in white wind-blown veils.



The light was very old. For over a hundred years it had stood there on the Hammerhead as if it had risen up out of the rock.
   It guarded the entrance to Snapper Bay. Once the little jetty in the Bay had been as busy as a port, and a fleet of weather-beaten
   old ketches had come dipping down The Narrows regularly with all kinds of cargo from Adelaide. But now the ships were gone
   and only fishermen came and went through the dangerous entrance, looking for crayfish along the rocky coast.



The passage was scarcely more than seventy metres wide. It curved in past a great outcrop of granite called Anvil Rock that
   reared out of the water on the seaward side of the Hammerhead. Then the deepwater channel came right in under the Point and swung round into the safety of Snapper Bay. On the other side of the channel there
   was a terrible jumble of rocks where the waves boiled yeastily day and night. The fishermen called it the Dragon’s Mouth —
   a vicious place with a million teeth that tore at the hull of a boat like a chip-mill mauling a log. It was a graveyard of
   little wrecks.



The light on the tower was dead now. Experts from Adelaide had examined the lighthouse and had said that it was not needed
   any more. They had surveyed the southern coast of Australia all the way from Kangaroo Island to Bass Strait and checked the
   position of dozens of different places: the Murray Mouth, the Ninety Mile Beach, and Cape Jaffa; Beachport, Robe, and Port
   MacDonnell; Rivoli Bay, Carpenter Rocks, and Cape Northumberland. Then they had put a smart new automatic beacon on Anvil
   Rock and closed down the Hammerhead Light. The lighthouse keepers had moved to other places and their houses in the town had been sold. The room at
   the bottom of the lighthouse tower had been abandoned just as it was, and the big wooden door had been locked. Even the stone
   seat outside had been left to weather away.



The people of Snapper Bay were very angry. They jeered at the men from Adelaide who had never understood what the lighthouse
   meant to the town. Old Axel Jorgensen said that this was because they used their heads and not their hearts, and because they
   lived jammed up together in a big heap in Adelaide, like a clump of chicken lice. They had never seen the Hammerhead Light
   in the twilight with the full moon balanced on top of it like a monstrous golden orange; they had never seen the tower at
   midnight, as black as coal against the scudding clouds and the gloom; they had never seen it gleaming brightly in the summer sunrise. They had never lived in Snapper Bay.



But the Adelaide men refused to listen to pleading arguments. There was no point in being sentimental about a decaying old
   lighthouse, they said. It was doomed in any case. For the sea was gnawing away like a million white ants, undercutting the
   Hammerhead. Already there were big cracks in the walls of the tower and they were getting wider every year. When the waves
   from the winter storms thundered against the Point the whole headland trembled like a building struck by an earthquake. One
   day, the experts said, the peninsula would crash headlong into the sea — head, neck, tower, and all. For that reason the Hammerhead
   Light should be demolished before it became a menace to everyone. It would be best to put it away. With gelignite!
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      About a hundred people lived in the little town of Snapper Bay. Some of them were young, and some were old, and some were in-between.
      

      
      Axel Jorgensen was seventy-two, with a mop of white hair and a cotton-wool beard, and legs that bowed outwards like bananas. He looked something like Father Christmas.
      

      
      Tessa Noble was twelve, with a mop of brown hair and tapioca-freckled cheeks, and legs that bowed inwards at the knees like
         bent sticks. She lived in a white house in the main street of Snapper Bay. There was only one street in the whole town, so
         it had to be the main one anyway. She lived with her father and mother and her grown-up brother, Jody, and Jody’s wife, Bridget.
      

      
      Axel Jorgensen lived by himself in a wooden hut far round the curve of the bay, away from the town. It was the place where
         the sandy beach ended and the first rocks reared up near the start of the Hammerhead Handle. He was a fisherman and a fossicker,
         a boatman and a beachcomber, a talker and a teacher. He taught Tessa many things. When they walked along the coast together
         he taught her about seashells and albatrosses, and when they walked inland by the lakes and marshes he taught her about summer sedges, snails, and spoonbills in the wildlife sanctuary.
         She thought he was one of the Wise Men of the World.
      

      
      She had called him Uncle Axel for as long as she could remember, even though they were not related. He often came to have
         a meal in Tessa’s house, and Tessa’s father went fishing with him whenever he could. She spent as much time pottering about
         near his humpy as she did in her own little street in Snapper Bay.
      

      
      The humpy was filled with things that Tessa’s mother called junk. There were oars and rusty rowlocks, bits of rope, rudder
         pins and grappling hooks, boxes, chains, and old craypots that seemed ancient enough to have come out of Noah’s ark. For Axel
         had been a sailor as well as a beachcomber, a lighthouse keeper as well as a fisherman. He had known Tessa since the day she
         was born.
      

      
      Axel loved all living things — even Rump the young wombat, who caused him a lot of trouble. Rump had been run over by a car near the Murray River, and the driver had
         picked him up and left him with Axel, just like a patient in a hospital.
      

      
      When Rump had recovered he had stayed on, burrowing in the bank behind the hut or wandering down to the town to thin out someone’s
         vegetable garden.
      

      
      ‘It’s that pot-bellied wombat again,’ people used to say when they found out. ‘Take him back to Axel.’

      
      And so Rump would soon be back digging in his bank again or snuffling in a corner of the hut or scrabbling under the floor.
         Once Axel had disappeared completely into a new wombat hole while he had been stirring the porridge at the stove. But he was
         never angry with Rump. He wouldn’t even call him a pet. He was a mate, he said, a friend and a companion.
      

      
      
      One morning when Tessa walked round the long curve of the beach to Axel’s hut she found him busy and excited. He was working
         at the vice on his bench near the door of his humpy.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ she asked. ‘What’s up?’

      
      ‘You’ll never guess, Tessa girl,’ he said. She knew that something had happened because he never called her ‘Tessa girl’ unless
         he was excited.
      

      
      ‘What is it, then?’

      
      ‘Look inside.’ He nodded his head at the humpy. ‘But move slowly.’

      
      She was suspicious and walked very carefully. ‘Is it a snake?’

      
      ‘Not a snake. Come and see.’

      
      At first she couldn’t see anything at all in the shadow. She opened her eyes wide and then puckered them quickly to get a
         clearer view.
      

      
      ‘I can’t see a thing.’

      
      
      ‘Not very smart, are you?’ He chuckled. ‘Wouldn’t take you out to see things in the marshes.’

      
      ‘Is it a … Oh!’ Suddenly she saw it. There was a little silence while she took a breath and looked at it. Axel went on working
         busily at the vice on his bench.
      

      
      It was a bird with a long curved beak, lying on its side in a large wire cage, panting. It was streaked brown and buff over
         the wings and body, but its breast was white and its crown had long white stripes above the eyes. It was beautiful — lovely
         mottled feathers and bright frightened eyes, and a long slender downward-curving bill.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Tessa asked at last.

      
      Axel straightened up and stopped his filing at the vice. ‘A whimbrel,’ he said.

      
      ‘A whimbrel.’ Tessa tasted the name on her tongue. ‘I like that. It’s a name with meanings in the sounds.’

      
      
      ‘Yes,’ Axel answered. ‘Speed and distance, and lonely far-away cries in the night.’

      
      Tessa paused and looked at it again. ‘Is it hurt?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      She sensed something in his voice. ‘Is it very bad?’

      
      ‘Pretty bad.’

      
      ‘Wings?’ she asked.

      
      Axel took the thing he was making out of the vice, examined it, put it back, and turned towards her.

      
      ‘He’s lost a foot, Tessa. He can’t stand up properly.’

      
      She was horrified. ‘A foot? How on earth could he have lost a foot?’

      
      ‘Who knows?’

      
      ‘A fish? Do you think maybe a barracouta bit it off?’

      
      Axel shook his head. ‘It would have happened on the land — or in the air. He likes the inlets and the mud-flats.’
      

      
      ‘A sharp piece of iron, then? Or a piece of wire — a power-line he didn’t see when he was flying fast?’

      
      Axel’s big mop of white hair trembled as he shook his head again. ‘No. A bullet, more likely.’

      
      Tessa was appalled. ‘Not a bullet!’ she said quickly. ‘Nobody would shoot at a whimbrel!’

      
      ‘No?’ Axel rubbed angrily with a file. ‘Have you seen the way Tiny Herbert or Joe Zucci handle a rifle around here? Like maniacs!’

      
      ‘But not at a whimbrel. Surely they wouldn’t shoot at a whimbrel.’

      
      ‘They’d shoot at anything. At a stilt or a curlew or an ibis or a pelican, at a spoonbill or a snipe or a swallow or a swan,
         at a post or a tin or a light-bulb or a tank. They ought to be locked up.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s awful.’ She was silent for a while. ‘What’s going to happen to him?’

      
      Old Axel looked up sharply. ‘What do you think? He can’t live as he is, can he? He has to fly all the way to Siberia or Canada
         in a few weeks’ time.’
      

      
      ‘But that’s on the other side of the world!’

      
      ‘Yes. Big enough trip to tackle with two legs.’

      
      She sat on an old box near the door and glanced back and forth from Axel to the whimbrel. ‘Can he land on one foot, and take
         off again?’
      

      
      ‘Most birds can stand on one foot — if it’s not too windy. But his other foot is hurt too — the claw.’

      
      ‘Can’t he stand at all, then?’

      
      ‘He can tumble about and hop and flap and flop. But how could he live like that? How could he get enough food? It would be
         better to put him away than to let him starve to death.’
      

      
      Her eyes opened wide. ‘Put him away?’

      
      ‘Yes. Kill him kindly.’

      
      ‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘Oh no, you wouldn’t do that.’ She paused for a second and looked at the old man shrewdly. ‘You couldn’t
         do that, could you?’
      

      
      He seemed to be so busy at his vice that at first she thought he hadn’t heard her. But after a while he went on without looking
         up. ‘Sometimes things have to be done even when you don’t want to do them. Even when it’s very hard.’
      

      
      ‘I know you wouldn’t do it,’ she said confidently, ‘even if you could.’ She stood up and went over to him. ‘What are you making?’

      
      He unfastened something very small from the vice and held it up. It was a foot. A tiny wooden foot — for a whimbrel.
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      Tessa held the whimbrel while Axel tried to fit the artificial foot. It was not an easy thing to do, even though the little
         piece of wood was carefully made, with three carved toes and a hollow stem to fit over the stump of the leg.
      

      
      Fortunately the whimbrel didn’t struggle. Axel showed Tessa how to hold it firmly and gently with the wings wrapped against its body. Although it was frightened it
         seemed to know that they were trying to help. Its dark eyes blinked and flashed, and when its head moved jerkily its long
         bill darted about like a probe. Tessa was spellbound.
      

      
      ‘It must be ten centimetres long,’ she said.

      
      Axel didn’t even look up. ‘Ten!’ he said. ‘More like forty; nice streamlined bird, the whimbrel.’

      
      ‘Not the bird. The bill.’

      
      ‘What about the bill?’

      
      ‘It must be ten centimetres long.’

      
      ‘The bill is, yes. Not the bird.’

      
      ‘No, the bill, the bill.’

      
      ‘Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place?’

      
      Tessa snorted. ‘Really, Uncle Axel!’ She was about to say much more, but decided to hold her peace. She looked down at the whimbrel again, at the great curving beak, as black as ebony, at the white breast,
         the mottled back, and the light stripe running above the eyebrows and over the curve of his head.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re a beautiful fellow,’ she said. But the bird suddenly struggled and she had to tighten her grip.

      
      ‘Hold still, Willie,’ said old Axel gently. ‘We’ve nearly finished.’

      
      ‘Is that his name — Willie?’

      
      ‘Suits him, I reckon. Will-he walk? Or won’t he?’

      
      ‘Will-he walk! That’s a dreadful joke, Uncle Axel.’

      
      ‘Well, we’ll soon know.’

      
      ‘Finished?’

      
      ‘Finished.’

      
      Axel put his pincers and other tools aside and straightened up. ‘Put him down in his pen.’

      
      
      The whimbrel fluttered for a minute, but he settled down quickly and began to pace up and down in the cage. At first he lifted
         his leg with a high awkward step like a man learning to walk on skis, but before long he grew used to it and stomped about
         happily. Tessa had her nose pressed against the wire. ‘It works, Uncle Axel,’ she said excitedly. ‘It actually works.’
      

      
      ‘Of course it works,’ he answered haughtily.

      
      ‘D’you think he’ll be able to fly now, and land without somersaulting?’

      
      ‘Give him a day or two to get used to it,’ Axel said. ‘It’s not every day that a bird has to learn to fly with a wooden leg.’

      
      It was wise to wait. Two days later the wooden leg was useless. After Willie had walked in his tray of water a few times the
         light wood grew soggy and began to break up.
      

      
      ‘Fat lot of use that was, Willie,’ said Axel. ‘Wouldn’t have lasted you to Mount Gambier, let alone to the other side of the world. We’ll have to do better than that.’
      

      
      So he worked at his bench for another whole day and made a metal foot — of aluminium. It was beautifully shaped, but it was
         too hard to fit to Willie’s leg.
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