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In the half-light thrown by a primitive lamp the woman has placed a 
mozzie coil on its spike. Shadows in the tiny hut grow large and her 
nostrils pinch when the acrid flame touches the coil. It mixes with 
the perfumed evening outside and adds to the ambience that is East 
Timor. Her little boy watches a nervous gecko, laughing in delight 
when it darts across the walls. Later, darkness cocoons them both in 
humid stupor.

Night  has  turned  to  grey  dawn.  Somewhere  amongst  the 
bougainvillea monkeys are chattering with gusto, palm canes rasp in 
the background. Meanwhile, the woman observes the remnants of 
the mozzie coil on the floor beside her. A pile of white ash now, its 
spicy  fragrance  spent.  Her  mind drifts:  will  this  be  East  Timor’s 
legacy too?

The nutty mix of smoke and rice cooking somewhere nearby 
assails the early dawn. Elsewhere a monkey tied to its perch, ceases 
its chatter, and watches. He’s inquisitive now, as people step beneath 
his obelisk home, raindrops blending with the perspiration that is 
already pearling on their skin.

 
The tiny Timorese mother sits at the market every day. It is where 
she makes her living. She sings, and talks to her little boy playing 
beside her; and all the while her fingers fly.

‘Look at this, my little son,’ and the woman holds her partly 
woven basket for him to see. The toddler responds to her voice. 
Velvet skin, eyes like pools of black opal and hair to match, eyes 
only for his mother. He gurgles in delight.

‘Do you see the colours in this basket, little one? Blue, for the 
sea and sky; green, for the paddy fields and mountain jungle; pink, 
for the sunrise and sunset; and yellow, hope for our homeland.’ The 
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little  child  babbles  and  laughs,  and  touches  the  basket  with  his 
fingers, feeling its texture, feeling its weave.

‘You do understand,’ she coos to him, and continues with her 
weaving.

The village square below the church is grimy and dusty, but the 
mother and child are accustomed to this. The market sounds and 
odours blend and blur with the morning dust. The square is filled 
with tourists and stallholders and their spirited bartering; rabid dogs 
nuzzle for food; chickens dart at the ground; and the air jangles in 
an  endless  throb  of  passion.  The  old  men  chew  and  spit  their 
beetlenut; the ancient earth is pockmarked in pink; and the air  is 
heavy in the monsoonal heat.

High on the hill, the church provides a serene backdrop to the 
scene below. Inside its doors the languid air pulses with the beating 
of  the  fan  blades,  the  market  sounds  retreat,  the  Madonna 
welcomes. On the hill  outside of town a sculpture of Jesus looks 
down.

Beyond, in the plantations surrounding the village, the air  is 
redolent with the smell of coffee drying on platforms. Rice paddy 
fields, and women making their way along the terraces, can be seen 
on the plateaus below: God’s foil to the majestic backdrop, arising 
from the ocean.

She sells a basket.  ‘Obrigado, thank you.’  The weaver clasps 
the coin with relief, knowing there will be food tonight.

‘Our people are content: East Timor and Portugal — it is a 
suitable alliance,’ she murmurs.

The little  fellow rolls  over,  kicking his  feet  in  the air;  he is 
happy, his world is complete. What else does he need? His mother is 
near.

Meanwhile, down the road a little, indolent Portuguese soldiers 
lean  against  the  old  fort  ramparts.  Striking  their  matches  with 
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studied  arrogance,  they  suck  in  the  nicotine  load,  and  eye  the 
passers-by. Their swarthy complexions shine in the bright sunlight. 
Too much time to waste: already it is known their army will soon 
depart. No longer will East Timor be Portugal’s colony.

The basket weaver looks at her son and says: ‘My son, there is 
a cloud sweeping over our land. These days fear permeates the very 
heartbeat of our small country. Soldiers may come with knives and 
guns.  There  may  be  bloodshed.  Unrest.’  She  cannot  shake  the 
thought and wonders what will become of them both.

The monsoon clouds are building. ‘Too much will change, my 
son,’ she whispers, and returns to her basket weaving. Her fingers 
fly. She does not speak. He stops wriggling and looks at her, and 
sensing her mood, begins to cry. She pushes a tendril behind her ear, 
drapes the  bebê  sling over her shoulder, and picks the little boy up 
with motherly grace.  She settles him within its  confines.  The sky 
darkens.

Cloud-rain. It stoops like swathes of melting gossamer, furling 
and unfurling, ethereal, then it upsurges and obliterates the world. 
The market goers are used to this.

Out  of  the  mist,  rebels  — stealthy  figures  — in  a  running 
crouch pace across the narrow track nearby, adding to the sinister 
order of the natural world. They are a reminder to the young mother 
that strange things are happening in East Timor, and she knows she 
must be vigilant. ‘Never mind little son, I will take care of you.’ She 
knows that without a husband to take care of them she must look 
after them both. Moisture builds on the heads and shoulders of the 
shadowy figures, before their images melt away. She is filled with 
disquiet. She draws her child closer.

High in the mountains the rain, when it comes, is clammy and 
cold; before long the soul is drenched in the maddening continuum 
that is cloud-rain.
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She  does  not  speak  anymore;  and  all  the  while  her  fingers 
move faster.

 
Soon, Indonesian soldiers and militia surround her; they surround 
the market;  they surround the village.  Their voices are harsh and 
grating as they bark their orders. Their eyes spark with evil, women 
and children scream, and the rape of Timor begins.

‘Don’t  hurt  us,  don’t  kill  us,  don’t  kill  my  little  boy.’  Her 
strangled voice is barely audible, her face twisted in anguish. Guns 
and knives in expert hands do not miss their target. Her hand lifts to 
her shoulder, and she feels the warm ooze. She calls to her son. In 
the  market  square  amid  the  cacophony  of  gunfire,  screams  and 
crying, her little boy reaches out and cries, too young to understand.

The  soldiers  retreat  into  the  mist.  Bodies  litter  the  market 
square; unattended chickens sizzle on the grates. The little boy stays 
by  his  mother’s  side.  In  the  fading  daylight  bewildered survivors 
begin their awful task. 

Houses are like darkened haunts: the doors are closed, nothing 
moves in the windows.  The tracks in the village are  routed with 
teeming rivulets as the monsoon unleashes its burden, and washes 
away the mist. Behind a window sash, the little boy peers out. With 
her  sound  arm  his  mother  pulls  him  back  into  the  depths, 
whispering softly. ‘It is not safe yet.’

The cloud-rain is unstoppable. There is gunfire in the hills, and 
the seasons mount in one long gasp of agony.

 
The gentle people are frightened; they stay indoors and peep from 
behind their cloth-covered windows. Steadfast, Jesus on the hill with 
arms upraised, watches over the land. Everyday behind the curtain, 
stronger now, the woman weaves. And the boy, become a man, has 
watched the travail of his land, and is restless.
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He strokes  his  mother’s  cheek,  pushes  a  tendril  away,  and 
whispers, ‘I am sorry, Mother. I must go.’ Her eyes blur and spill, 
and she does not see him join the rebel figures in the mist.

 
The monsoon lifts. The sky is azure blue. At first it is a trickle, and 
then  the  markets  pulse  with  life.  Doors  open,  people  laugh,  the 
schools fill again and the markets come alive. Timor’s independence 
revolution has carved a wound, its innocence gone forever, but her 
people have faith, and out of its depths arises a new nation.

A shadow moves across the newly woven basket; the weaver, 
older now, her face lined with too much seen and endured, a deep 
hollow in her shoulder, raises her head and squints into the sunlight. 
She sees the young man, her son, standing in front of her, dressed in 
the mismatched uniform of the rebel army, and pats the mat for him 
to sit down beside her. She wants to organise a welcome feast; she 
wants him to tell her of the lost years. She wants him back.

He hesitates.
‘It’s all right son, you are home now and that is all that matters. 

We have time for all of that. Just let me look at you.’
The little basket weaver has aged. ‘Mother, there is still much 

to be done.’  His  voice is  tired.  ‘Our government does not  make 
good decisions — we fight now to uphold East Timor’s future. We 
are its only hope.’ He struggles to meet his mother’s eye. He knows 
the resistance is not her way.

‘But  son,  we  have  our  freedom  now.  East  Timor  is 
independent. All the fighting has not been wasted.’

‘Mother, our men fought for a new regime, and it was long and 
difficult.  We  cannot  buy  back  those  missing  years  —  years  of 
bloodshed, rape and murder, villages razed to the ground, poverty.’ 
His eyes glint in anger. He cannot forgive. ‘We survived by hiding 
out in the hills by day, until the moon shadow was on the ground, 
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and then we hunted down those Indonesian masters of terror and 
their militia puppets.’

Her tears hover, glisten. Who is this man in front of her?
‘It is hard fighting from village to village, in the hills and in the 

valleys, with no soft bed to sleep on.’ His voice is breaking. ‘There 
are not many of us left now.’

His mother looks up, and meets his eyes. ‘Is this freedom?’
He does not answer. She presses her rosary to her lips, and 

watches him walk away.
‘Don’t go, my son, don’t go,’ she cries, and the hollow in her 

chest grows larger. She knows he hears, she sees his footsteps falter. 
For an instant he stands still, and then he walks away and does not 
look back.

She does not see his tears.
Her  fingers  do  not  move.  East  Timor’s  freedom has  been 

bought at great expense.
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