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Shirley Withers and Peter Shellard looked to be a mismatched couple. 

Shellard was a multi-millionaire dollar real estate mogul and high-end car dealer. Logic would dictate that he would date much younger women, seducing aspiring actresses and models with his wealth. But Shirley was anything but a supermodel. She was an ordinary looking bookkeeper, thirty-three-years-old, and bit on the frumpy side.  

“He was a hot shot,” forensic psychologist Paula Orange said. “An eccentric hotshot but still very well-to-do. He would strut around town wearing fancy suits with matching socks but wear sandals over them. Shirley, on the other hand, was very unassuming. She looked like the typical cubicle drone. A little overweight and plain looking. Nothing sexy about her.”

Their relationship, however, would be one of the biggest firestorms of sex, murder, and drugs in Australian history. 

BEGINNINGS

Shirley was born in New Delhi, India in 1966. She immigrated with her family to Australia when she was a child. She married young and had two sons with her first husband. By 2000, she would be divorced and  immediately be on the market for a new beau. 

Enter Peter Shellard. 

Peter, born in 1949, touted himself as a self-made millionaire although he had a benefactor in an older, maternal figure in Vera Moore. 

He didn't finish high school, dropping out to obtain his real estate agent's license at night. Once he acquired that, he began leveraging properties around the Brighton area eventually making a fortune in addition to buying a high-end car dealership. 

He called his company “Peter Shellard Real Estate” and then used that money to help finance a deal where he took control over Kellow-Falkiner Motors. He juggled both real estate as well as used Rolls-Royce and Bentley parts. 

Shellard's businesses continued to flourish. He purchased many companies as well as commercial and rental properties. 

“He hung around some heavy hitters in his area,” Orange said. “People who could buy Rolls Royces without batting an eye.”

Shellard would purchase the Rosecraddock Place in North Caulfield, a regal mansion which would later sell for over $7 million upon his death. As his wealth grew, he began collecting high-end cars which included a 1923 Rolls-Royce, a 1951 Rolls-Royce Silver Dawn, and a Mercedez-Benz 450SL convertible. 

AN ECCENTRIC NUT

Shellard did have mental issues, however, suffering from bipolar disorder.

“His mansion was filled with all kinds of knick-knacks,” Orange said. “Stuff that seemed disconnected and junky. But he was bipolar and people with that ailment tend to have different eccentricities. His was to hoard stuff among other things.”

Shellard was reported to be a recluse, sheltering himself from the outside world as he became more wealthy. He had a barbed wire fence built high around the mansion but it served more to keep him in then keeping people out. His neighbors would rarely see him outside the compound unless he was walking his dogs.  He also had ponies and kept an area for beehives. Neighbors complained about the bees and the city had the hives destroyed. Shellard would later file suit and demand that he have the remains of his dead bees returned. 

Shellard would treat other homeowners as if they were peasants and would come and go on their private grounds as he pleased. One neighbor reported that Shellard came into their backyard and began sifting through their garden tools. Another complained that Shellard would park one of his Rolls-Royces in their personal garage. Shellard was informed to remove the vehicle after which he became enraged and began to tear apart the garage. He would then be sued for the action and was forced to pay almost $2000 in damages. 

“Obviously, he walked around as if he had a sense of entitlement,” Orange said. “Definitely a narcissistic sociopath but he could turn on the charm when he wanted. It all depended on what he wanted. When he was trying to make a sale, he could charm you. When he was doing something stupid and you called him on it, that is when he went berserk.”

Town councilwoman Veronika Martens had plenty of bizarre dealings with Shellard as well. On one occasion, Shellard chopped down some cypress trees on his property and began burning the branches. Neighbors called to complain and firefighters came down to extinguish the flames. 

Enraged, Shellard began attacking the firefighters and cut through the fire hoses with an ax. 

Later, Shellard would be caught breaking into Caulfield Town Hall by climbing in through the roof. He would also come into the building unannounced, enter unoccupied offices and begin making phone calls. 

“Shellard was an aggressive, anti-government guy,” Orange said. “He went so far as to try to have his mansion designated as a religious place in order to avoid taxes. The judge got a good laugh at that one. The religion of what? Nutty behavior?”

Angered that his request was denied, he began making plans to tear down the mansion and divide up the land. But legal maneuverings blocked him from doing that as city council members had his mansion placed on the Historic Buildings Council, giving it legal protection. 

A SADO-MASOCHIST 

A ladies man, Shellard would marry twice. He had three daughters, Jenny, Clare and Sarah, before divorcing his second wife Elizabeth in 1994. 

Shellard really did not have any bad habits that than his eccentricities as he abstained from both alcohol and smoking. He did have one fetish, however, and that was sadomasochism. 

Shellard would go to clubs and participate in bondage sessions, preferring visits to the Hellfire Club in Brighton. Once there, he would “dress up in a full range of leather outfits and had belts with studs.”

Shellard would go to the Hellfire Club to be whipped. 

“He told me initially that his pain threshold was very low,” Shellard's friend Christine Smith said. “And after a number of visits his tolerance for pain increased to the point where he really liked what was occurring. He found it very erotic.”

By 2001, he was looking for a new partner and found one in Shirley Withers. 

“Initially mum and I thought Shirley was a bit odd,” Jenny, Shellard's eldest daughter recalled. “She would never look you in the eye. She was always very kind, though.”

ENTER SHIRLEY WITHERS 

Opposites attract, and Shellard soon began wooing Shirley with his luxurious lifestyle. He brought her numerous gifts, jewelry, and clothing. 

“I'll bankroll all your dreams,” he teased. 

Shirley took him up on the offer, expressing her desire to run her own clothing boutique.

“Shellard did anything and everything for Shirley,” forensic psychologist Paula Orange said. “He bought her everything she asked for evening financing her 'dream' of running a boutique store in a prestigious area of Brighton. Never mind the fact that Shirley had no business experience. Shellard believed he had money to burn.”

“You can't be serious?” Shirley gushed when Peter told her he would buy her a clothing company. 

“What are you going to call it?” Shellard asked, smiling.

“God,” Shirley said. “God. I don't know. How about Suzette? Suzette Boutique?”

“Suzette Boutique!” Shellard laughed aloud as Shirley hugged him in appreciation. 

Shellard made all the arrangements for Shirley to run the store. He had it designed and built to her specifications. 

Shirley would have all of the brand name fashions in her store. She loaded the shelves with Marianna Hardwick, Charlie Brown, and Lisa Ho. 

Shellard had one caveat and that was having his eldest daughter, Jenny, work in the boutique. Jenny herself, however, had a less than flattering impression of both Shirley and her attempts to run a business.  

“My first impression when I started working there was that it was just a mess,” Jenny said. “I couldn't understand how Shirley kept paying us every week. I had seen invoices totaling thousands of dollars and wondered where Shirley was getting the money. Shirley would just continuously buy stock for the business and for herself. She definitely had a problem with spending money.”

Shellard did not stop at just buying Shirley her own boutique. 

He bought her a house.

“It was a bit of an odd arrangement,” Orange said. “They had separate living quarters. Shellard wanted his own house to himself and would visit Shirley for coital purposes.”

Shellard displayed further bad judgment when he allowed Shirley to be put in charge of the accounting of his car dealership.  

“He figured she was a bookkeeper,” Orange said. “She must know what she's doing.”

Shellard's naivete didn't end there as he allowed Shirley access to his property accounts in addition to becoming a signatory on his car dealership. 

What Shellard didn't take into account was that Shirley was not a person he could trust nor did she know what she was doing. 

Her boutique began to fail. She had purchased too much product and the few items that did sell would not have a high enough margin. Being a marginal business person, she continued to purchase inventory despite not generating any revenue. 

The store began losing money. Lost of it. 

So Shirley took it upon herself to begin stealing from Shellard's dealership. She would write checks to herself in upwards of $10,000. Shellard began noticing the discrepancies and called in his accountant. 

After checking the books, the two realized that Shirley stole over $900,000, a significant amount of Shellard's wealth. 

NO CURE FOR A SPENDAHOLIC

Shellard owned over eleven properties and his total net worth looked to be about $10-15 million. 

By the time Shellard had finally got wind of Shirley's financial doings, she had amassed over $43,000 in credit card debt while her store was almost $275,000 in the red. 

“She simply had no idea what she was doing,” Orange said. “She spent and spent and spent.”

To top it off, she had siphoned nearly a million dollars from the dealership account, funding the boutique and her own shopping sprees. 

“She's robbing you blind,” the accountant said. “You should go to the police.”

“I'll take care of it,” Shellard said. “Let me handle it.”

Shellard began to take action. He informed his bank that he wanted Shirley removed as the signatory for his automotive dealership. Then he called a meeting with his friend, Eugene Hand and his lawyer Stuart Winston

“She's ripping me off,” Shellard said. “The bitch is robbing me blind. She shuttled over $150,000 into her own account.”

“You need to call the police,” Winston said. 

“I'm going to sell her house,” Shellard said. “Fuck her. I need to recoup that loss.”

Shellard then confronted Shirley about stealing his money. He was livid, demanding to know what she had been doing. 

“He obviously felt betrayed,” Orange said. “He was crazier than a shithouse rat, but let's face it, the guy had been good to her. He bought her everything she wanted and let her join him in this decadent lifestyle. But it wasn't good enough for her. She stole his credit cards. Wrote checks in his name payable to her.”

Shirley didn't feel remorse at the dressing down by Shellard. She just didn't want the gravy train to leave. 

THAT MONEY AIN'T GOING NOWHERE

Shirley began looking for a solution. She noticed a scraggly, down and out woman visiting her boutique often and a light bulb went on her head. 

The woman was named Sophia. 

Sensing she was a person with some wrong side of the street connections, Shirley saw Sophia and her boyfriend Stanley as “useful idiots” in a plot to kill her husband. They were low-level drug dealers willing to do anything for a buck. 

Even if it included murder. 

“Shirley gave them a song and dance about how she was an abused spouse,” Orange said. “She told the two junkies that she had to endure nightly beatings and rapes. How Shellard would tie her up and have his way with her.”

Sophia and Stanley, despite being heroin addicts and petty criminals, felt moral indignation. 

Then Shirley waved a few thousand dollars in their face and they were willing to do whatever she asked. 

On May 6th, 2005, Shirley lead the two junkies into Shellard's home. 
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