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For J.L.T.





‘There’s a dignity in royalty. A majesty which precludes the likelihood of assassination… Now a president. I mean, why not shoot a president?’

– English Bob, Unforgiven








Prologue

8.30am, Monday, February 11, 2008: Royal Darwin’s Head of General Surgery, Paddy Bade, takes a call from Dili, East Timor. A doctor with the International Stabilisation Force has President José Ramos-Horta in surgery.

Ramos-Horta has been shot twice, but there are three holes on the right side of his back. The two holes high on his shoulder are from the same bullet, which, following some strange tangent, has entered and exited only centimetres apart. There’s a huge wound lower down in his rib area.

The doctor needs to get Ramos-Horta down to Darwin, fast, but first he wants to discuss a stabilising strategy.

‘We stressed the priority was to stop the bleeding, gain control, reduce contamination, explore all the cavities and pack the wounds,’ says Paddy Bade. ‘He needed to control that bleeding from the chest wall and drain the chest and open the abdomen to see if there was any gunshot injury to the abdomen. He rang back about midday and said, “Look, it’s been difficult, there’s been a lot of bleeding.” ’

The president is given about sixteen units of blood. A normal adult’s blood volume is about ten units. The surgeon has found a lot of bullet fragments and a ragged lung, on which he’s conducting running repairs.

‘He’d required a massive transfusion but the doctor felt very confident he’d dealt with the life-threatening bleeding and lung injury and was confident he had him reasonably controlled,’ says Bade. ‘I called Phil Carson, our leading thoracic surgeon. I let Phil know to be there at 5pm when the president was due. ICU and theatres were getting ready.’

The key is damage control, says Bade. ‘You deal with the bleeding, you don’t close the cavity, you stabilise the patient and prepare them for further definitive care. It’s saved a lot of lives. Employing the concepts saved the president’s life as well.’

Ramos-Horta is on a ventilator when he arrives in Darwin later that day. ‘He had a tube down his throat and for him to tolerate that he had to be sedated,’ says Associate Professor Phil Carson, then Royal Darwin’s leading general surgeon for twenty years. ‘If he’d been breathing himself he would have sucked air into the chest and the lung would have collapsed.’

Ramos-Horta arrives in pretty good condition despite his massive injuries, Bade says. ‘He was warm, he hadn’t put out much urine, his wounds were wet so there was still ongoing bleeding. You couldn’t hear air from his lung but the lower portion was collapsed and his lungs were still oozing blood. We could see a lot of shrapnel on his chest X-ray.’

Paul Goldrick, RDH’s intensive care specialist, assesses the patient, shifting him off his transport ventilator to an ICU ventilator.

‘We were very impressed with the way they’d done things up there,’ says Goldrick. ‘We kept him asleep with sedative drugs and maintained his fluid input. We monitored his blood pressure, urine output, heart rate and temperature and took a vast array of blood tests to make sure the baseline organ function and blood count was stable.’

The president’s wounds are still spurting blood and he is put back into surgery at 6.30pm.

‘We looked down the airway pipes and there was a lot of blood, which Phil sucked out,’ says Bade. ‘There was no injury to the oesophagus, so we really had to focus on getting all the contamination out of the chest wall.’

They lay the president on his back to suck his airways clear of blood. Then, says Carson, ‘we had him on his side to open up the chest in the line of the ribs. There was a big wound that had broken a couple of ribs and through that cavity we explored the chest. There’s a lot of energy in these high-velocity things. It’s not just the track of the bullet, it’s all the energy it’s giving out as it’s slowing down and hitting structure. There was a wide area of damage.’

The Darwin surgeons find a large brass-tipped bullet fragment in the major wound, which is lodged deep in muscle close to the spine. Carson begins removing smashed bones and ruined muscle.

There’s heavy background anxiety from federal authorities, concerned that Royal Darwin might not be the best place to treat the president. Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has promised East Timor that Ramos-Horta would have ‘the best medical treatment that our country can provide’.

‘If in pain, catch a plane,’ is the standard line of Darwin locals, yet it’s decided not to shift Ramos-Horta to Sydney, Melbourne or Perth, nor to fly specialists to Darwin. They don’t want to shift him a second time and the gunshot wounds fall in the general trauma category. The Darwin surgeons, who deal routinely with extreme domestic violence and car accidents, are highly experienced trauma surgeons. They just need to remind themselves not to deviate from normal procedure because they’ve got a special patient.

‘After that, we left it all open, knowing he’d need more surgery,’ Carson says. ‘It’s a well-established principle of war surgery that you don’t close over wounds. He was dressed in these wonderful new vacuum dressings which cover the area to protect it from infection and suck the fluid from the wound.’

Ramos-Horta needs to stay ventilated, which means he needs to stay asleep. They revisit the major wound thirty-six hours later, on Wednesday, and find it is healthy. The team then explore and debride the full depths of the wound.

On Friday, they repeat this procedure and close the main wound, but on Tuesday, February 19, eight days after the shooting, they have their first setback.

The tissue they used to close the wound has died off. They call in expert local plastic surgeon, Ravi Mahajani, who takes a much larger portion of neighbouring tissue to fill the gaping hole in the president’s back. This time it takes.

The following morning, they begin to slowly bring the president out of sedation.

‘Sedation causes confusion,’ says Goldrick. ‘Quite remarkably, really, after nine days he woke up on the Wednesday morning, lucid and obeying commands. It says something about the care he had, and his strength of character. What I thought might be a drawn-out process took us only a couple of hours.’

Says Paddy Bade: ‘It was remarkable for the amount of insult his body took.’

Some of the president’s skin grafts do not take and he will need another minor operation the following week. But apart from scarring and likely ongoing back pain, the doctors take the view that José Ramos-Horta can expect a long life.

Darwin takes a bow.



Plastic chairs, plastic tables, plastic tablecloths. Oddly out of place, pictures of the King and Queen of Thailand on a plastic-sheeted wall. A margarita made by the Thai guy who’s done his training at Raffles in Singapore. He’s the best barman in all East Timor, but the joint is empty except for the white lawyer from Darwin, trying to figure out if and when the news will break, when the calls will start, and what might happen when they do.

He’s fucked up. Again.

In front of Jon Tippett, a pack of L.A. Lights clove cigarettes, the slim white ones. A cheap green lighter that strikes flame once every four goes. A mobile phone, possibly a compromised mobile phone. The Australian Government has the town heavily eavesdropped, not that anyone knows it at the time, but whether they’re foreign spies or locals posted on street corners, everyone seems good at knowing everyone’s business.

Dili, the capital of East Timor, is a town filled with rumours and Jon Tippett is handfeeding it a brand new one. Except it’s more than a rumour.

A view of Dili harbour, small boats coming home at sunset with their dismal catch. A strange town, strange any time of day. It’s always in a mood. An old naked crazy woman pointing out to sea. She was there yesterday, she’s always there, pointing at the same nothing.

Another margarita, his third. Mid-sized yellow dogs that look dingo except for their curled-up tails. Black pigs on the black sand beach. And a sense of black dread that what once had been an avoidable overstep is now undoable and could cause Tippett permanent professional damage.

The Thai guy behind the bar has married an East Timorese woman and started a beachside restaurant-bar on the road to the Cristo Rei, the giant open-armed copper Jesus that overlooks Dili. President Suharto gave it to the people to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of East Timor’s forced integration into Indonesia, his way of acknowledging the new Christian outpost in the majority Muslim nation. He’d had Jesus facing west, looking towards him, in Jakarta.

Jesus went up in 1996. It is now 2009. Suharto is dead and East Timor has been liberated for ten years. Foreigners are beginning to refer to it as Timor-Leste.

Liberated in 1999 following a violent autonomy vote, declared independent in 2002, it broods fitfully until 2006, when East Timor turns on itself, near civil war as unsettled hatreds involving people from the west of the country versus people from the east, and mysterious factions within factions, play out across Dili and the country’s entire western half.

The full-blown chaos is over and President José Ramos-Horta is recovering after taking two bullets in the back.

But the city, the country, still seethes. Nothing is fully resolved. A deliberate campaign of confusion has led to a deep unease. There have been attacks not just on the president but the prime minister’s motorcade. A rebel hero – a hero, at least, to some – has been shot dead after leading an improbable raid to seize power. The citizens cannot get the straight story about what happened, because those pulling the strings don’t want them to know the straight story. Trust breaks down and people don’t know what next to expect. So they go into defensive mode.

Sunsets bring a sense of calm and relief but upon darkness Dili divides into sharply defined areas. Small sectors within suburbs, each under the control of young men who guard their family patches armed with machetes, planks of wood with the bashing ends punched through with lobotomising nails, and slingshots cut from green branches to give extra spring to the nine-inch-nail projectiles, the piercing tips hammered flat into sharp barbs, the fletching made from finely shredded plastic shopping bags.

Tippett is hearing that locals who cross into the wrong suburb by night are being murdered, their bodies dumped with the heads removed. He isn’t sure if the stories are true. They sound preposterous but this is a town with a lot of tales to tell. If the original urban myth was given a home address, it would be c/o Dili.

The idea is that the family of the dead person has to pay a ransom for the return of a head, or perhaps a leg, so the deceased can travel whole into the afterlife, where his entirety is needed for the big sleep. Whether there really are headless corpses on the backstreets, or if people really are paying to redeem body parts, the stories serve a purpose. The main harbourside roads are safe at night but the backstreets are no-go areas. The city is policed, not so much by men in uniform, but by rumours. Rumours of what might happen if you step foot in the wrong area. Rumours are useful to keep people home in bed.

Rumours are Dili’s curse and its lifeblood. After twenty-four years under Indonesian occupation, rumours passed from house to house under the noses of the Indonesians. Rumours about who’d been killed or tortured. Rumours about who’d sold out.

When freedom came with the 1999 Australian-led INTERFET mission, no one knew who or what to believe. Liberation from Indonesia was cause for ecstatic celebration but also a time to pause and lament, because proper grief had not been permitted for two and a half decades, or longer. It was also a time for payback.

Timor had upon liberation been assisted by its international friends in finding structures of formal government, but beneath that it fell away to clan rule as people took time to remind others where they had placed their loyalties during the occupation, and before. They are quick to blame, to set alight a neighbour’s home. And Tippett has wandered into the wrong area.





1 Scattergun Blame

Every capital city has a criminal barrister who is the first call for those contemplating serious prison time. In 2008 Darwin, the capital of the Northern Territory, Jon Tippett KC – or, as he was during the reign of Elizabeth II, QC – was that barrister.

Anyone charged with murder or rape knew Tippett’s name soon after they entered the remand section. Murder is expensive but if you have money, you’ll pay. Ballpark estimates discussed in early meetings might mean a visit to the bank to refinance, or praying that mum and dad still care enough to hock the family fortune.

If you don’t have money, Australian legal convention says you are entitled to the best defence available, at the government’s expense. Depending on how his diary looked, there was a chance Tippett would do it at no cost to the accused.

In the Northern Territory, where a guilty murder verdict means a mandatory life sentence, getting Tippett is a good outcome. He’s more than a professional friend. He will become an acceptable version of you for the jury.

His reputational standing is high in legal circles, but taking on the worst offenders doesn’t win him friends with the cops or newspaper readers, not until they themselves need someone like him. Like the senior Darwin cop represented by Tippett who wept with gratitude in the dock in March 2026 when the jury acquitted him of digitally penetrating a fellow off-duty officer at a drunken pool party.

‘I don’t judge them,’ he says of his clients. ‘They are me. Regardless of their beliefs, regardless of what they’re alleged to have done, they are me. They are entitled to their defence. What I do is apply my view of liberty. Their freedom from wrong and unprovable allegations is indeed my liberty.’ He talks in short growling orations.

Back in 2008, Tippett now had a client in East Timor, and that’s pretty much down to me. I am not to blame for the problems Tippett was now reviewing over margaritas, but I had assisted by engineering his move towards them.

Tippett’s client, Angelita Pires, was accused of conspiring, along with twenty-seven others, in the attempted assassination of President José Ramos-Horta, and the attempted assassination of Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão. As far as allegations go in the chronicles of Pacific Rim criminality, that’s a pair pretty hard to trump.

Pires did not like me. There were things I’d written in The Australian newspaper that did not paint her as she might have liked, as a woman whose only fault was to have fallen in love with a charming and murderous rebel, Major Alfredo Alves Reinado, who led the attacks on the president and prime minister and in the process got himself shot dead.

In her telling, Pires made it sound as though she’d suddenly fainted helpless into the arms of Major Reinado. She’d loved him and he had loved her back. They were planning a future together. She said she had been pregnant by him, when she was in her early forties, until the stress of being caught up in the conspiracy had caused her to miscarry in an overnight holding cell.

As I was the Darwin correspondent variously for The Australian and The Bulletin (now defunct), East Timor fell in my patch and was my second home for ten years, from the time of the main Australian-led military intervention in 1999. In the early days, when venturing beyond Dili, I took a swag to sleep in trashed buildings and a satellite phone to file copy. There was no accommodation and no internet.

People showed great kindness to a stranger, insisting they share the almost nothing they had to eat and refusing to the point of crossness when offered money. I found the rural people wholly disinterested in Dili’s power struggles, wondering only if the triumph of freedom would ever trickle down to them in a meaningful way.

Australia was to them, at best, a vague notion. They knew nothing of our cities, our people, our leaders, and they didn’t feel the need to know. The information disconnect was startling – and it wasn’t just them. I got the sense from my editors that East Timor was a misfit regional enclave that they, reflecting on the interests of their readers, needed to cover but did not really warm to. There was so little common ground and shared history between our people. Reporting as I did for more conservative publications, the admiration that was held for Prime Minister John Howard leading the 1999 liberation was tempered by a suspicion it would trigger East Timor as the neighbourhood’s pain-in-the-arse communist headache, and bring China to our doorstep.

Still, budgets were good for investigating journalists in privately owned media at this time and there was sufficient interest to see me shuttle back and forth from Darwin more than thirty times in this period. And when a president gets shot and a good-looking woman is accused of being the murderous architect, it helps.

I was in Dili when Pires was first detained for questioning. In fact, she was only a few paces short of an appointment to meet me when a group of UN police took her away. There were no handcuffs but it was an invitation she could not decline.

Seeing her detained did not stir within me any indignant call to action on her behalf. It was understandable they wanted to question her. She’d been with Major Reinado on the day before the attacks on the two leaders and she was accused of being an instigator. The instigator. The authorities wanted to know what she knew about Reinado’s plans, because they believed she had a central role in them.

If love is an unavoidable accident, she’d fishtailed head-on into a 3am lamp pole. The man she claimed to love may have had his charms but he had also torn the country apart to satisfy his own sense of self-importance.

Sometimes an unexpected thing develops between the journalist and the subject who despises them: they want to talk to you. It’s because they want the record set straight. They want it set straight by the same person they think bent it out of shape.

Pires was a beautiful woman. Like many of East Timor’s ruling class, she was a Mestiço. Such people have strong Portuguese descent lines, often lighter skinned and taller than the Maubere people, the original inhabitants of East Timor.

The term Mestiço does not carry the pejorative that ‘half-caste’ or ‘part-Aboriginal’ carries in Australia. The Portuguese side of the bloodline denotes status, while the indigenous Maubere side signifies belonging and birthright. Xanana Gusmão and José Ramos-Horta both typify these mixed-race features, which from birth entitled them to better education and job opportunities than the Maubere – at least up until Portugal began relinquishing the colony in 1974.

Major Alfredo Reinado was also a Mestiço. Like Gusmão and Ramos-Horta, his European features outweighed the Maubere within – but he was twenty years younger than these leaders and, unlike them, he had never experienced the benefits of his dominant Portuguese heritage. He was just a boy when Portugal stepped back and Indonesia stepped in. Reinado and kids his age had got the worst of it.

Post-liberation, Reinado had briefly received military training in Australia and headed the two-boat East Timorese navy before leading a thirty-three-man military police unit within the army. He’d brought East Timor close to civil war several times over the 2006 to 2008 period.

It ended when Reinado and his band of armed rebels descended from their mountaintop base early on the morning of February 11, 2008, and entered President Ramos-Horta’s villa. Reinado and his trusted offsider, Leopoldino Exposto, were shot dead within the walled compound.

Ramos-Horta, returning from his morning walk to Cristo Rei, strolled into the scene and was shot in the back, twice, by one of Reinado’s men – although rumour would soon say otherwise. The poorly cordoned crime scene was trampled and invaded, evidence souvenired and thumbs-up selfies taken with the corpses. Several grassy knolls immediately sprang up in the vicinity, said to have concealed everyone from the Australians to the CIA to the Indonesians. All of them, rumour said, were linked surreptitiously to Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão who, it was argued, was determined to kill Reinado, or Ramos-Horta, or both.

A second group of Reinado’s rebels, led by Lieutenant Gastão Salsinha, Reinado’s second-in-command, were waiting in ambush positions above and below Prime Minister Gusmão’s hillside villa. Moments after learning Reinado and Exposto were dead, they went into action as Gusmão’s convoy headed down to the city to create a situation room after receiving the news that the president was down.

The rebels stepped onto the road from multiple points and opened fire on Gusmão’s Prado with semi-automatics. Windows were shot out, the bonnet was buckled and two rounds lodged in the driver’s seat of the car. But those in the prime minister’s convoy were able to emerge unscathed. The survival of all in Gusmão’s entourage would be seen by many as proof that Gusmão had orchestrated the attacks.

It was all just rumour. No one, apart from the socialist press, was openly accusing Gusmão, but the authorities were coming after Angelita Pires. She’d spent time with Reinado in his mountain encampment in Luaula on the afternoon before he and his men undertook their deadly business. She stood accused of urging Reinado to kill or kidnap the heads of government, so he could take control of East Timor. The extrapolation was that she would then reign alongside Reinado as his queen.

The accusation went that Reinado’s rebels had lost influence over him when ‘Mana Angie’ – or sister Angie, as they referred to her with grudging deference – singed his brain with pillow whispers and fevered demands that he seize control of the nation.





2 Get Me a Lawyer

Angie Pires was a dramatic woman. She’d rant and laugh and weep and get all sweet before cranking up to squalls of wild anger. I considered her, at the very least, to be a handful. She, like Reinado, had no distinguishable political point-of-view. In my mind, that did not make either of them less dangerous but potentially more dangerous, given such people were less likely to be restrained or channelled by a collective party-political view.

Pires was raised in Darwin after her family had fled the 1975 civil war. She was a dual Australian-Timorese citizen. That meant she, facing such serious charges, could apply for financial assistance under the Attorney-General’s Serious Overseas Criminal Matters Scheme, which ran a tab of virtually limitless legal funding to successful applicants.

Marijuana vendor Schapelle Corby had used the fund from her cell in Bali. So too had the Bali Nine heroin traffickers. Pires, unable to leave East Timor after being forced to surrender her passport, was eligible. The scheme would run until 2018, when the government – perhaps looking back on some of the bills, including for the defence of Pires – became concerned it was way too generous. They would change the rules so that only those facing the death penalty overseas were entitled to apply but, before that, the Pires defence fund was said to have run to more than $2m.

Being charged with conspiracy to assassinate a president and a prime minister was definitely an occasion for Pires. Having been released on her own recognisance, but unable to leave Timor, she didn’t wish to merely defend the charges. She wanted to do it in style, using the fund to employ a famous barrister – she mentioned renowned Australian-born, London-based barrister Geoffrey Robertson, QC – who would fight her case on the basis it was a struggle for her human rights. And the whole world would see what the government of East Timor was doing to her, an innocent woman.

I reminded her that the whole world cared little for East Timor, let alone her human rights. Remember 1999, when Australia led the international coalition to liberate Timor? How the United States under Bill Clinton declined to overtly join that coalition? It was the only military reciprocity Australia had ever asked of the US and it had been rejected, even though Australia had dutifully clung to the coat-tails of the US on every military venture since the Korean War.

The Americans cared about Australia, but they cared more about Indonesia, because it served as a fortress against communism in Southeast Asia. East Timor had always been a commie-riddled bundle of problems. They especially cared to ensure no diplomatic grievance over East Timor might shut the exchange of intelligence with Jakarta as Indonesian terror cells began targeting Western interests with their hotel and paradise bombs.

Not even the international media seemed too interested in a double assassination attempt on a president and prime minister. The New York Times, known for front-paging obscure post-colonial wars, buried the attacks as a Page One pointer to an inside story.

I was mixed on Angie Pires’s involvement in the assassination attempts. I thought she was capable of being persuasive, perhaps hysterically so, but it had to be thought that Major Reinado, no matter whoever was urging him on, was responsible for his own decisions.

I told Pires the last thing she needed was a human-rights lawyer. People were more interested in Ramos-Horta’s human rights, shot down like a dog by her boyfriend Reinado’s lousy gang. What she needed was a criminal lawyer. Someone who could go through the facts forensically to make a case. She didn’t need a performance. She needed a defence. And I knew one of Australia’s best criminal lawyers, Jon Tippett, who lived just fifty minutes’ flying time away in Darwin. And he was a Queen’s Counsel.

That kind of thing impressed Angelita Pires, who considered herself descended from East Timor’s liurai – the kings and queens of Timor’s ancient kingdoms, brutal little potentates who exacted taxes and killed people at will, but they were remembered fondly because they pre-dated both the Indonesian and Portuguese colonialists.

Pires was not charged with pulling a trigger or being present at the scene of either crime. She was charged with conspiracy, and she could well have been party to such arrangements. East Timor’s prosecutors certainly thought so. I gave her Tippett’s number and I made sure to first call Tippett to clue him in.

I returned home to Darwin and found Tippett well apprised of the Serious Overseas Criminal Matters Scheme and making plans to fly to Dili to meet Pires. Her case appealed to him, as I knew it would. It was high-profile, the money from the scheme was good – not quite as high as daily court fees back home, but this was set to be a lengthy case, meaning a steady income with travel expenses. And there would be no need to hound the client for payment.

I also knew enough about Tippett to give him a warning. Pires, I said, was a stunning woman.

I’d heard it said around Dili that Pires was a puta, but its warrant was empty, rumours spread by those who had failed to get Pires into bed. Before becoming Reinado’s lover, she was no fixture on the Dili party scene. I had checked her out. There was one guy whose name had come up, a member of the Portuguese national guard, the GNR, the Guarda Nacional Republicana, the toughest guys in town. But so what? Her failure to make herself available drove the roosters of Dili mad so they resorted to slander to explain their own lack of success. It was the Dili way.

Tippett’s marriage was in poor shape and he had retreated deep into the gym, lifting heavy weights and hanging around with bodybuilder-types who liked the reflected glory of standing at the bar with Darwin’s best criminal barrister. Some of them looked vaguely underworld, like they might soon need his professional services.

Many high-profile professionals build walls to guard their reputations. It’s also true that many don’t need to build walls, because they are so grey by nature that the walls build themselves. Tippett was known for ripping off his clinging muscle shirts and hitting the dancefloor shirtless at Darwin’s free-to-be nightclub, Throb, until the doors closed at 4am. Even then it wasn’t closing time for Tippett, who was friends with the owners and stayed at private dance parties long into the morning while others were already pull-starting their Victas.

Tippett wore tight jeans, cowboy boots and tight t-shirts over his ever-growing arms. He was in his mid-fifties, partying hard and seeing less of his long-time friends. He was settling big debts after over-spending on toys – a Ducati, a Harley – while overlooking the taxman.

Most painful of all, his beloved eldest son had just been sent to serve eight months’ prison time for an assault outside a Darwin club. And though I never heard it said, you could feel it being said: Tippett, rooster defender of bad guys, was now finally getting his karmic comeuppance.

To Tippett’s friends – his real friends, not the ones who stood leaning elbows on the bar in a way that ensured their cephalic veins were in a constant state of visible engorgement – to those who worried for him, it looked like he wasn’t doing so well in his private life.

Flying time from Darwin, Dili was an hour closer than Bali, but few in Darwin except for companies and contractors looking to extract United Nations dollars, or those who went to set up hotels in the mistaken belief that East Timor was about to become the next Bali, went there at all.

Post-liberation, the US dollar ruled and East Timor was no cheap feral-trail getaway. The activist crowd who for years had protested for a free East Timor outside the Indonesian Consulate in Darwin weren’t seen much in the new Timor, either. It was a cripplingly expensive destination. If you were buying drinks for your local fixers, who earned around US$100 a month, one can of Victoria Bitter cost an eighth of their weekly wage. It was kind of embarrassing to even buy them a drink.

Still, to Tippett it sounded like a circuit-breaker on Darwin life. A way out of his problems. Portuguese red wine, lodgings in a colonial villa, rows of beachside shacks roasting the fish of the day on evening barbecues. Such was his fancy and some of it was true, but behind that was the backdrop of Dili’s ruination and its bad temper, the peace kept in check by sporadic military patrols.

Tippett knew the worst of human nature because he routinely defended it at trial. Yet he’d barely seen a gun that wasn’t tendered in a plastic bag in court to be marked as an exhibit. And he didn’t know Timor. A place where you got caught up in things. A place where you lost your sense of certainty.

I told him to be careful. You might just fall in love with her.

He told me I was being ridiculous.



By 2009, the trial of Pires, two dozen rebels and a handful of accomplices was underway. Tippett was spending half his life in Dili, constantly at the side of Angie Pires. As the last sunlight crossed the harbour, Jesus on the mount turning into soft brilliant gold, Tippett needed to call someone, to confess.

The margaritas were pushing him to pick up his phone. He was not seeking absolution but to unburden. And to maybe get some advice. He briefly considered calling friends in Darwin but he knew that if he did, someone would speak to someone and, on the understanding of absolute confidentiality, the dam would breach within the hour.

He called a lawyer mate in Melbourne.

‘I’ve really got to talk to you about something.’

‘What’s up, Tips?’ said his mate, who cannot be named because he claims to have no recollection of the conversation but I suspect, if he did, he felt it took him into precarious ethical parts.

‘I’m in a really, really bad place. This has got to be between you and me.’

‘All right. Tell me.’

‘I’ve fucked my client.’

The information had the capacity to destroy Tippett. It was a breach of the sacred professional trust between lawyer and client and, if it became public, it might cost him his practising certificate – not to mention that it had the makings of a diplomatic incident. He was being paid by the Australian government after all.

There was another problem. By sleeping with Pires, his client, Tippett felt he had handed her a powerful proprietary right over himself. He hadn’t slept with her just once. They’d been together on many occasions, whenever they could. It had started in a Chinese flophouse on the Dili waterfront as Tippett was preparing to fly home to Darwin. It was always going to happen.

In Dili, a town where knowing the business of others had always been a matter of survival, it was becoming harder to conceal the relationship. I was back and forth between Darwin and Dili and it was obvious to me as I observed them working on the case in hotel rooms. A slipped ‘darling’ here and there and poorly concealed knowing looks.

Tippett had raised with Pires the possibility of withdrawing from the case in order to protect his career, but that option had been taken badly by Pires. And she had good reason to be angered. It would mean she would have to go through a new lengthy application to the Australian Government, mid-trial, for another barrister. And how would she explain her reason for needing a new lawyer? Because she’d slept with the previous one?

Tippett remembers things went quiet on the end of the line. ‘It was a long silence,’ Tippett told me. ‘He said, “Well, Jonny, you’ve got to do two things. You’ve got to get her acquitted, and then you’ve got to marry her.” That advice covered everything.’





3 Hunger

As Ramos-Horta landed on a blood-soaked medivac charter in Darwin, members of the Australian press landed in Dili, well acquainted with the name Major Alfredo Reinado. Timorese were angry, ashamed, in disbelief. Cops were pulling over cars to rip the tinting from the windows in case the rebels were driving around, concealed behind dark windows and planning further attacks. By the time we got to Ramos-Horta’s villa on the seaside near copper Jesus, Reinado’s body, along with that of his offsider Leopoldino Exposto, were in the morgue. There was an army jeep crashed into a storm drain near the entrance to the president’s compound and no sense of a well-ordered crime scene. It was being trampled.

Was it a surprise that Reinado had finally decided to act and try to kill President Ramos-Horta, while another group of his men soon after launched a separate-but-connected ambush on Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão? That Reinado’s deep love for Gusmão had by then turned to hatred was well known and it was especially visceral because Reinado believed Gusmão had used him up and betrayed him. Not so strange. But the shooting of Ramos-Horta, who had tried over and over to bring Reinado in, to save Reinado from himself? That was harder to fathom.

As a boy, Alfredo Reinado was stolen from his family to become an Indonesian soldier’s personal combat slave, carrying heavy packs and loading magazines for guns that were fired against his countrymen. Then
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