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and that’s how we are, forever falling
into the deep well of other beings…
nobody can rescue us from other people


PABLO NERUDA
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

The other cities in southern Gippsland are Nyora, Loch, Korumburra, Outtrim, Leongatha, Wonthaggi and Koonwarra. Strzelecki Ranges are south of Moe and Wilsons Promontory is in the south. Mornington Peninsula airport and Caldermeade are to the west of Gippsland.








PART I


The Court





Monday, 5 May 2025


It starts and we are not even there. Everyone in the world is talking about it. People say to us, you must be going. No, we answer. No. No. No.


A woman is being tried for triple murder.


In the small town of Leongatha in South Gippsland, Victoria, the woman welcomed her estranged husband’s parents, and his aunt and uncle, to lunch at her new house. She served the group, all of whom were devout Baptists, four individual beef Wellingtons, mashed potatoes and green beans. Within days, three of her guests were dead from death cap mushroom poisoning, and the fourth was in a coma.


Heads turn to watch the trial. We see them start to stir. Via a media audio-link we listen to the evidence of the woman’s estranged husband. One wild domestic detail galvanises us: his dying aunt remembered that the guests ate off four grey plates, while the hostess served herself on an orange one.


On day five, we get in the car.


We head out of the city in a south-easterly direction.


Sarah Krasnostein is at the wheel, Helen Garner and Chloe Hooper are her passengers.


We’ve never travelled anywhere together before. We’re writers and we’re friends, but this morning we’re almost shy of each other, not a hundred per cent sure how we’re going to handle the day.


None of us wants to write about this. And none of us wants not to write about it.


Chloe: But if we were writing about it, what would our opening line be?


Helen: Here’s one: Breathes there a wife with soul so dead, who never to herself hath said, I’ll kill them all and run away. For some reason, it just shot into my head. I am shocked.


We check this is recording, just in case.


Sarah: Maybe we should locate ourselves. We’re in my grey car and we have a two-hour drive ahead.


Chloe: The sun has just come up. There’s a fish-scale sky and people are moving along the freeway to their jobs. Here’s my opening line: In every house, in every street along the M1, lives someone who knows the feeling of love gone wrong.


Sarah: Well, I can’t stop thinking about the orange plate.


Helen: While the other ones were grey.


Sarah: So my line is, Twenty-two months after she served her lunch guests beef Wellington, the distinctive orange plate off which Erin Patterson had eaten came spinning out of the past like a frisbee and landed in front of the jury considering her murder charges.


Simon Patterson, the first witness for the prosecution, was questioned by Dr Nanette Rogers SC:


‘You know the accused woman, Erin Patterson?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘In what way do you know her?’


‘I’m married to her.’


‘Still married?’


His answer—‘Correct’—is one that will puzzle us throughout the ten weeks of the trial. According to Simon’s account from the witness stand, the marriage had begun well, with plenty of adventurous travel and outdoor life. They’d met while both were working in Melbourne, at Monash City Council, Simon as an engineer, Erin as an administrative officer in animal management. He was initially attracted to Erin, he said, for her intelligence and wit, and for her curiosity. Erin was raised an atheist but, while visiting his uncle’s Korumburra church, she had a spiritual experience, and during their courtship began joining Simon in twice-weekly Bible classes. They married in June 2007. All her alleged victims were at the wedding—Simon’s parents, Gail and Don Patterson, and his aunt and uncle, Heather and Ian Wilkinson.


Erin was not close to her own parents, but she inherited family money, quite a lot of it, and made generous, interest-free, no-contract loans to Simon’s three siblings to help them buy homes. However, for reasons that were obscure, shortly after the birth of their first child in 2009, the marriage splintered into a series of separations, apparently initiated by Erin, and shaky reconciliations that Simon kept trying for. They had a second child in 2014. By 2015 Simon and Erin continued to consider themselves married, but lived in separate houses. Erin had also invited Simon to the family lunch on Saturday, 29 July 2023. He pulled out the night before, but a serve of poisoned beef Wellington was waiting for him, too.


Erin’s defence barrister, Colin Mandy SC, claimed Erin loved her husband’s family as her own. The Pattersons and Wilkinsons had always been kind and welcoming to her; their deaths, he said, had been a terrible accident.


Heading along the freeway to Morwell, where the trial is being held, we compare notes.


Helen: Simon’s a good witness, isn’t he.


Sarah: He tells his part of the story steadily, with straightness.


Helen: Did you think he was crying? There were long pauses. Why did they keep parting? He said Erin had ‘low esteem’. She was unhappy about her weight. I noticed an expression he used: ‘I wanted to bring back right relationship between us.’ That’s a Christian term—people talk about getting into ‘right relation with Jesus’. I wonder if it would wash with her, that sort of talk. Something isn’t being said here.


Chloe: He told the court, ‘She seemed a devoted mother, most of the time.’


Helen: The cliché about Baptists is that they’re anti-pleasure. ‘Why don’t Baptists make love standing up? Because someone might think they’re dancing.’ But they’ve got a big reputation for basic decency. Being good, doing good, strong social conscience. Very strong on the Bible. Jesus is part of the fabric of your life. And you try, in my opinion quite reasonably, to live a Christian life. But that must entail a large amount of self-command and mutual criticism. Everybody’s got their eye on you all the time.


Chloe: In a small town, everyone’s got their eye on you already. But there’s a mismatch between the modest, salt-of-the-earth relatives and Erin Patterson, who seems so operatic. Is that part of the public fascination? Why do you think this has struck such a chord?


Sarah: Female poisoner.


Helen: When you said operatic, I suddenly thought of Medea.


Chloe: It’s Medea in reverse though. It’s not her husband’s children, she’s alleged to have killed—it’s his parents and elderly relatives.


Helen: I guess Medea in the sense that she’s a huge figure. Her behaviour, if it’s true, gives her operatic proportions.


Chloe: Why is the public fascinated by a female poisoner?


Sarah: It’s archetypal. Adam and Eve and the apple. It’s throughout myths and fairytales.


Chloe: These crime stories seem to work as modern folktales. We like it all the more if the characters are clearly good or bad, much as those old tales need a witch.


Helen: When I was splitting up with my husband, he said angrily to me, ‘You think you’re a good person!’


Chloe: Did you take that as an insult?


Helen: Oh, well, he certainly meant it as one. He’d probably had a gutful of my moral scruples. I flinched. It was an accusation of vanity and self-righteousness, or that’s how I took it.


Chloe: Love gone wrong again.


Helen: But I don’t get their relationship. A lot of thinking that goes on about murder is rather psychologically shallow. You know, people talk about motivation, which I always think is crude, like beating something mysterious with a hammer. But you know how people in crime stories always say, ‘Follow the money’?


Erin’s paternal grandmother, Ora Scutter, died in 2006 when Erin was thirty-two. Erin’s share of the estate totalled about $2 million. The inheritance was disbursed over eight years, beginning in February 2007. Erin and Simon married soon after.


Helen: And was this when they gave money to his siblings as home loans? I’m wondering how that sat with her. You suddenly get access to two million bucks and you think, Cool—now I’m set up, I don’t have to worry about the future. And then, somehow, because of your husband’s belief—or your shared belief—in duty to family, it kind of leaks out sideways.


Chloe: I see it differently—it’s a way of her controlling other people. The money meant that everyone was beholden to Erin because she’d enabled various parts of their lives. And perhaps her abrasive behaviour was normalised, or excused, because everyone was in her debt.


Sarah: Or maybe the family were, in her opinion, not appropriately grateful. Maybe there were slights, real or perceived, and Erin didn’t get the respect or the love or inclusion she felt was her due.


Chloe: And she started to feel resentful.


Sarah: That’s right. There’s not a lot of data on female poisoners, but in what I’ve read about the typical profile there are strong wish-fulfillment fantasies. If you’ve got delusions about your own power or entitlement—if you expect more from relationships than what’s reasonably attainable—where does all of that take you? Erin’s intelligent. She was well-travelled. She had the money to build her dream home. There’s a gap between grand expectations of life and marriage, and the damp reality of doing the school run in a country town, getting older, mingling with the same small church community—maybe you feel trapped.


We’d heard from the prosecution that in the year leading up to the lunch there had been ill feeling between the couple, which showed in a series of administrative slights. Simon had attracted Erin’s ire by specifying his marital status as separated on a 2022 tax form. He, in turn, was upset when she claimed child support. Erin’s mother died in 2019 and Erin received another multimillion-dollar inheritance. She owned various properties and there were disagreements about whose name should be on the titles.


We were trying to keep up with it all.


Sarah: The tax form, and then that conversation about child support, they seem to be a watershed moment, if that’s how these things work. Maybe Erin felt cast out or used, or extreme rage or fear, over what he was doing behind her back.


Chloe: And, around this time, she was offended at having received a late invitation to Gail’s seventieth birthday party.


Sarah: Then three weeks before the lunch Erin took the kids out of their school without consulting Simon and sent them to a different one. It was downhill from there.


We come over the crest of a rise and see the Yallourn power station outside Moe, the last town before Morwell. We’re now in brown-coal country and at the centre of the Latrobe Valley’s industrial heartland. Morwell is on the edge of a mammoth abandoned coal pit, and it’s one of the most socially disadvantaged places in the state.


Chloe: The Pattersons and Wilkinsons lived in Korumburra, near where my in-laws live. It’s a very different part of Gippsland, on the other side of the Strzelecki Ranges. It’s ten minutes down the road to Leongatha, where Erin held the lunch. Sarah, you’re a lawyer, why has Erin decided to hold her trial in Morwell?


Sarah: A person has the right to be tried in the court closest to where they live or where the offending allegedly occurred. Maybe she’s had legal advice that there are forensic advantages to having it in Morwell with a jury of locals instead of in the Melbourne Supreme Court. Or maybe this is the result of her own instructions. If that’s the case, putting myself in her shoes, I reckon she chose Morwell for two reasons. One, I’m sensing she has a strong desire for control wherever she can exercise it, and this location would give her the advantage of making life harder for everyone involved in prosecuting her. Two, it’s a smaller courtroom, which she perhaps thought would limit the number of people looking at her.


Should we talk about why we decided not to write about this case individually?


Helen: I love courts, and I love trials, and I miss that world terribly. I love watching the law trying to deal with people and how jagged and horrible and violent we are. You can feel the spirit of the law in a courtroom. But I’m getting old. I’m probably at the end of my working life. I haven’t got the wherewithal to follow a big trial by myself. So I’m really glad you asked me to come with you.


Chloe: Well, I’ve covered, in book form, two crimes, a death in custody and a deliberately lit bushfire—actually, the fire was started very close to Morwell. For me, those crimes opened up deeper stories about Australia. With Erin Patterson, I can’t quite read the layers under what appears to be primal violence. I think, too, in all crime stories, there’s a limit to your appetite for sitting beside misery—the family’s, the children’s. I didn’t know if I could manage it. I still don’t. Working together, though, our eyes will go to different places. Maybe we can make something more than the sum of our parts.


The day the trial started, I texted Sarah, ‘FOMO?’ And she wrote back, ‘JOMO’.


Sarah: That was the joy of not being there, of not being terrified to miss a detail you need later back at the desk. This case was on my radar. I did wander into the preliminary proceedings a few times.


Helen texted Sarah, asking if she was going to the trial. Chloe wrote to Helen: Do you want to work with us? Helen wrote back: I’m in.


In truth we don’t exactly know what we are going to do with what is already an hour and a half of tape. Will it be a podcast or a book? But we’re warming up to the conversation.


Sarah: I identify strongly with what Helen said about the spirit of the law. When the power of the state is working properly, there’s something that’s larger than its parts in a courtroom. There’s the idea that we’re trying to repair a rift in shared ethics. And there are so many little things, quiet details, that can reveal the human weight of the story. They’re usually missed under the strain of trying to file, on a daily basis, the most salacious points of the story. If you’re doing it right, you will carry these people and their pain for the rest of your life.


Helen: What’s fascinating about crime is that there’s a sort of membrane that separates people like us, ordinary people who don’t murder, from someone who does. And I always want to look at the person whose foot has gone through that membrane, who has wrecked their own life by ending someone else’s. But what you almost always see when you look at an accused person is a broken person. A person who has gone out there where none of us have let ourselves go, but where we all fantasise about going. Who hasn’t thought, Oh, God, I’ll kill that bastard? So I always have a weird kind of empathy for the person in the dock, and it comes and goes as the trial proceeds; it’s not that I’m big-hearted or anything, it’s just that I have this awful feeling—that could be me.


Sarah: It’s never not a shock to me, that normal aspect. There’s no sign over the dock that says Evil. The mundanity is always the most chilling discovery.


Helen: Basically what we’re doing is bearing witness. And you almost quoted Hannah Arendt’s expression, a rent in the social fabric, as she called it. We’re bearing witness to a rent in the social fabric and how the law is going to deal with it.


Sarah: After I finished law school, I was in the County Court to watch the sentencing of a guy for child-sex offending. It was totally bureaucratic, and I felt ashamed to even look at him. And then I thought, I’m going to look, and keep on looking when he sees me, because I’m the only one here bearing witness.


Chloe: But I guess the Daily Mail and the Herald Sun and a flotilla of other journos will also be in Morwell bearing witness. Is our bearing witness actually more high-minded or are we dressing up our own motives?


Sarah: I think there’s a false assumption that any attention on this trial is inherently wrong. Not all attention is equal. I remember a reporter saying to me once, when we were waiting around for the verdict after a major trial, ‘Ugh, we don’t know if it’ll be today, so I’ll go to the pub and have a couple of drinks, and then they’ll call the verdict, and I’ll be drunk, and it will be harder to chase the family down the street—don’t you hate that?’ I have no experience along those lines.


People are forced by the rules of evidence to disclose things in public that they would probably not even admit to themselves. And you can do two things with that. You can digest it into content that people come to ogle out of schadenfreude, or you can say, ‘Oh, God, I know that feeling. I haven’t had that exact experience, but I know what shame is, and I know what rage is, and I know what it is to be isolated and desperate.’


Chloe: Here’s the turn-off.


Sarah: I’m thinking about the room we’re about to walk into. The sorrow it contains. Medea is an interesting comparison because, like this, it’s a horror story.


Chloe: Simon’s lack of comprehension and his enormous grief were very, very clear, listening to his voice.


Helen: Yes, those long silences and then at the end you’d hear him take a breath.


And yet I agree with you, Kras, that it’s public. It’s a rent in the social fabric and it’s grievous and horrible, but I would hate to think I was just perving. There is that element, of course, but you hope that by the time you’ve got a certain degree of skill as a writer, you can become useful. I think it’s useful work. These trials are excruciatingly painful. Your description of that journalist, going to drink at the pub—that’s defence, isn’t it, defence against the pain. The pain that you volunteer to witness.


Chloe: We’re coming into Morwell. The town will have been transformed by the media pack. That’s a story in itself, but I don’t think we should turn back.





In morwell’s courtroom four there are only thirty public seats. We find they are mostly reserved for the Patterson and Wilkinson families, their church supporters and six balloted media representatives. The room is panelled in honey-coloured wood and is full of light, which streams in through a large picture window. Aboriginal artworks line the walls.


Due to its size, everyone is close together—and everyone is also close to Erin Patterson.


She sits in the dock at the back of the courtroom, flanked by two custody officers. She wears a taupe-coloured top. Her hair is long, dark and straight. Out of politesse, she smiles slightly if someone meets her eye, then moves her gaze. The woman who appeared on national news bulletins weeping flamboyantly for her dead relatives has disappeared. The gravity of the room has stripped away any layer of the ridiculous. The layout means Erin is now surveying the media and everyone else in the court.


We find spare seats in a row directly in front of her.


From our vantage point we can see Justice Christopher Beale sitting, at altitude, behind the bench, his clerk at a computer nearby.


The black-robed barristers sit before piles of folders at the long bar table in front of the bench. To the left is Erin’s defence team, led by Colin Mandy SC, a man in his fifties with short, dark hair in a widow’s peak, and a way of tilting his head and looking up from under his brow with a sombre, measuring expression. To the right, are the lawyers for the Crown, led by the fast-moving Dr Nanette Rogers SC. She has a habit of ruffling her grey, curly hair with an impatient two-handed movement.


To our right is the jury: fifteen people, randomly selected from the surrounding towns.


A man is ushered in and walks calmly to the witness box. It’s Simon Patterson. Bald, with a flushed complexion, he is a dignified presence in a grey suit and white shirt. An Art Nouveau vine twists down his tie. He does not look in Erin’s direction, and it is unclear what cord now connects husband and wife—whether it is love, hate, God or grief.


Simon had previously told the jury that Erin had invited him and his family to the Saturday lunch to discuss a health issue. At the last moment he had cancelled. On Sunday morning, he received a call from his father, Don: his parents were heading to hospital with dire gastric symptoms. Simon then called to check on his aunt and uncle. Unable to reach them by phone, he drove to the Wilkinsons’ home. Ian and Heather were also in a terrible way, and he insisted on driving them to Leongatha Hospital. On the way, Heather mentioned the single orange plate and asked, ‘Is Erin short of crockery?’


By Monday the four guests had been transferred to Melbourne’s Austin Hospital for urgent treatment. Simon described his final conversations with his mother and father: Don said that, when the meal concluded, Erin told her guests she’d been diagnosed with cancer. She needed the family’s advice on how to break this news to her children. Don, a former physics teacher, had always got along well with his daughter-in-law, who, like him, was a reader and intellectually curious. Simon said that as Don and Gail deteriorated in hospital they were worried for Erin’s health.


Mandy put it to Simon that Erin had told her guests she suspected she might have cancer, not that she had a positive diagnosis.


‘It is possible there’s a flying teapot going around Mars,’ Simon replied, ‘but pretty unlikely.’


With his wife looking on from the dock, Simon closes his eyes, trying to breathe.


He rotates a slight degree very slowly on the chair, over and over.


He picks up a paper cup, sips, puts it down.


He had found it surprising, he says, that although he’d called his wife to inform her of the Pattersons’ and the Wilkinsons’ conditions, she did not ask again after their health. Instead, she told Simon that she was feeling very unwell.


There’s the hum of the split-system heater. The susurrus of lawyers and journalists typing out his words.


Colin Mandy, who can adjust the dynamics of his voice with a musician’s rigour, asks Simon if he had contacted his parents the day after the lunch to ask about Erin’s health?


Simon’s smile is controlled: he can see the absurdity of this.


He says when Erin had invited him to this lunch, arranging it for a fortnight’s time, he remembered feeling puzzled. If his wife had a serious medical issue, why was she waiting two weeks to tell them?


Behind us, Erin looks small and nervous in the dock. Now when we turn to glance at her, she flinches slightly.


The court adjourns at 1 pm for lunch.


Simon Patterson walks out of the courthouse into a blaze of photography and does not return for the remainder of the trial.


By the time we leave the court, numerous camera crews and television journalists are standing idle. We pass them and find a cafe called Jay Dee’s just across the road.


Chloe: It struck me that, rather than us observing Erin, she’s observing all of us.


Sarah: Watching her requires fairly assertive turning of the head.


Chloe: I was thinking of what you said in the car. About how, actually, one should look at the accused. And so I did. She is a striking presence, isn’t she. And slightly unexpected.


Sarah: I wasn’t quite brazen enough to have a really good look. And she was very aware of being looked at.


Helen: She appears younger than she did in those photos taken before she was arrested. Her hair is longer and darker. My immediate thought was, She was once a good-looking girl.


Sarah: I don’t find her unnerving, definitely not scary.


Chloe: Her gaze hit the side of her husband’s face.


Sarah: I had no sense of her being in any way different from anyone I would encounter.


Chloe: I felt conscious of her, I had a tiny shiver on the back of my neck.


Helen: What about Simon’s self-command. He’s really got a grip on himself, hasn’t he? But not in an awful way. To me, he’s being very, very careful, and he will not be rushed. He’s impressive, and he’s likeable. He won’t go along with something just to keep it rolling.


Sarah: But there’s strong emotion just beneath the surface.


Chloe: His tone’s even more astonishing when you think, this man has been in a coma.


Helen: He was in a coma! What? How did you hear that?


Chloe: I read about it in the Daily Mail. He wasn’t expected to live. In 2022, a year before the lunch, he was hospitalised a few times and his family were called in more than once to say goodbye.


Helen: I’m not a subscriber…Oh hell, what else have I missed?


Chloe: There were three other charges against Erin for attempting to murder Simon, but for complex reasons they were discontinued on day one of this trial. Justice Beale instructed the jury to put them out of their minds.


Helen: I thought they must have just been rumours about her that the judge was hosing down.


Sarah: I think of Simon allegedly being poisoned as the ghost case here. In a courtroom, you’re watching an artifice at the best of times. The legal story is always haunted by a whole chunk of reality that’s excluded from the room by the rules of evidence. But here, the story of Simon’s poisoning is running under everything that’s being said.


Food is now being brought to us at our outdoor table.


Helen: The thing about female poisoners is it’s the flip side of mothering. It’s the most appalling betrayal of what women are supposed to be like. We’re supposed to nourish and put in front of people food that brings life to them. This story is an inversion.


We read that Erin Trudi Scutter was born in 1974 to Heather Scutter, an academic and expert in children’s literature, and Eitan ‘Hugh’ Scutter, a company director. She grew up in the middle-class, south-eastern suburbs of Melbourne with one sister, who later studied the fracture behaviour of volcanic glass. In 1992, Erin started a science degree at the University of Melbourne, then switched to accounting. She completed training, and worked for a time as an air-traffic controller.
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