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Despite being a bit rough around the edges, many of the townspeople residing in the rural countryside of Mirboo North in Victoria, Australia would vouch for 28-year-old motorcycle enthusiast  Paul Snabel. It was true that the young man had a penchant for reckless driving. heavy drinking, and frequent drug use; however, those that knew him best saw straight through his bad boy facade. He was often described as openly affectionate and he cared deeply for his family. People enjoyed being around Paul, despite his flaws. In fact, Paul’s magnetic personality made him the sort of man with plenty of friends and very few enemies.

When Paul disappeared suddenly after attending a party at the home of Donna Randall in November 1989, his flatmate was not immediately concerned for his well being. After binging on a cocktail of drugs and alcohol, Snabel would sometimes be prone to taking off on impromptu joyrides across the open roads. Even after a week or so without any contact, loved ones did not suspect that Paul could have possibly been the victim of a violent crime. Instead, people assumed that he had finally succumbed to his vices. Suspecting that he may have careened off of a steep cliff in a drunken stupor, local authorities proceeded to conduct an extensive search along Victoria’s highways. 

Instead of recovering a body, police were surprised to find pieces of Snabel’s most prized possession – a red and white striped Yamaha motorcycle – disassembled across several garbage dumps and dams. In the coming weeks, the abandoned pieces would prove to be the first of many clues pointing to a stunning conspiracy revolved around love lost and a callous, brutal murder, unlike anything the area had experienced before or since.

*    *    *

Police first began to seriously suspect foul play upon receiving a report from a farmer who had stumbled upon a lone bike engine. Though authorities were sure that the engine was in fact consistent with the model whose scattered parts were surfacing across the countryside, it became evident upon closer investigation that someone had attempted to file off the vehicle’s serial number. Puzzled, investigators had little choice but to retrace Paul’s steps – which quickly led them to Donna Randall and her sister, Karen.

The Randall sisters were no strangers to Snabel; in fact, it quickly became apparent that Karen and Paul had been involved in a volatile relationship for a number of years. At the time of his disappearance, the two were separated; Paul’s amphetamine use was beginning to spiral out of control, and after a series of physical confrontations, she sought a clean break. However, Snabel was less than thrilled to leave behind Randall. When Karen and her young son moved to a neighboring town in an attempt to escape the toxic environment, Paul tracked down Randall’s child and followed him home from school. Upon discovering Karen’s new address, he left an intimidating note on the front of her door, causing her a great deal of anxiety and concern.

Nevertheless, the sisters confirmed that Paul had in fact recently attended a house party at Donna’s residence despite the troubling history he shared with Karen. Afterward, he had followed the sisters back to mutual friend Rhona Heaney’s home. However, the Randall sisters insisted that they had grown tired of his drunken, unruly behavior and had ordered him to leave. Though the authorities were convinced of the women’s innocence in the disappearance, they decided to visit Rhona Heaney in hopes of tracking down some significant leads. Once there, Rhona corroborated the story Donna and Karen had provided; the only additional piece of information she was able to provide concerned dropping her children off at the home of Irene Maslin prior to Snabel’s arrival.

Feeling that their line of questioning wasn’t leading anywhere meaningful, investigators began to instead focus their attention on the recovered bike parts. By the time they had begun questioning suspects, they had recovered enough pieces to almost completely reassemble the bike to its original state. As they began to place the evidence together, they noticed a very peculiar detail; the wiring of the motorcycle had been found neatly coiled and carefully placed in individual plastic bags. As it turned out, those plastic bags were uniquely designed for the state electricity commission. Upon contacting the commission, it was revealed that the bags were not readily available to the general public. After searching through a list of employees and comparing it with the names of individuals involved in the investigation, it was discovered that Irene Maslin’s husband, Jano, was an electrician with the state. Having finally found a potential suspect – however tenuous their lead may have been – the police eagerly began to investigate.

*    *    *

On the surface, Irene Maslin appeared to be nothing more than a typical housewife. After immigrating from Holland as a small child in 1954, she attended high school locally, worked on a farm, and eventually took on a position as a nursing aide in a nearby hospital. After giving birth to a son with a previous husband, Irene met Jano at a Rotary Club meeting and quickly fell in love. Like many of the women in her small town, she enjoyed domestic activities such as cooking and gardening. Although she did not have any children with Jano, she was a well-known maternal figure in the community and frequently served as a “carekeeper”. She has a reputation for knitting jumpers and accessories for expectant mothers and newborns. Irene even held an excellent rapport with the local church. With no history of prior arrests, investigators were skeptical that a trip to the Maslin household would yield any answers to the mysterious departure of Paul Snabel.

Playing the part of an average, law-abiding couple, both Jano and Irene were initially cooperative and welcomed the inquisitive investigators to search their home as they pleased. Nothing immediately stood out as suspicious. However, when they reached the garage, they found plastic bags identical to the ones found at the dump as well as several electrical cords neatly coiled in a fashion similar to the wiring recovered from the Yamaha. Lodged in the cracks of the concrete floor, flecks of red paint consistent with that of the motorbike were discovered. Also recovered inside of the garage was a used a metal file, which was covered with remnants of the same red paint.

As evidence began leaving their home for further examination, the Maslin’s attitude towards the police quickly became hostile. In contrast to their initial friendliness, Jano Maslin ultimately shooed away the authorities and, on behalf of his wife, insisted that the two had no statement to provide concerning the crime. The next time investigators returned to the Maslin residence, they discovered that the married couple had packed their belongings and left town without any indicator of when they might return. Neighbors asserted that the Maslin’s had gone on a Christmas vacation, although it quickly became clear that no one had an idea of where exactly they had traveled to for the holidays.

As the search for the Maslin’s began, a very different portrait of Irene was painted by neighbors and friends. The townspeople of Mirboo North, frightened of her “intimidating aura”, were hesitant to cross the seemingly harmless woman. The amiable, kind-hearted persona she had presented began to disintegrate as anecdotes recounting her domineering personality and aggressive behavior began to emerge. On one occasion, it was reported that Irene had hired “big blokes” to beat a man that tried her patience. Others confessed that Maslin was a frequent drug trafficker that ran with industry “heavy hitters”. According to those individuals, she openly dealt amphetamines and imported kilos of marijuana from New South Wales. Though the line between rumor and reality was hazy at best, one thing became evident; the situation that the police had stumbled into was much more dangerous than they could have initially anticipated. 

*    *    *

Days passed without a trace of Jano or Irene Maslin. Attention shifted back to Karen Randall, who had checked herself into a local hospital because of her fragile emotional state. When questioned a second time by authorities, she broke down in tears and redacted the original statement she had provided regarding Paul’s disappearance. Karen then admitted that Irene had been at Rhona’s house on the day of the disappearance, directly contradicting Maslin’s previous statements claiming that she had never met Snabel. Several days later, Donna Randall came forward to admit that her prior testimony had been inaccurate as well. Following the hospitalization, Irene and Rhona had begun to suspect that that Karen might be talking to authorities. In an attempt to intimidate the Randall sisters, Heaney and Maslin had fetched Donna in the dead of night and ordered her to keep her sister quiet. Insinuating that their lives may be in danger if they failed to oblige, Donna made the decision to cooperate with police in exchange for safety from her friends turned tormentors. 

Just a few days before Paul’s disappearance, the Randall sisters had shared afternoon tea with Rhona and Irene. At that time, Karen confided in her friends her concerns regarding the increasingly unstable affair she shared with Snabel. Disgusted by Snabel’s behavior, the women began discussing possible solutions to Karen’s recurring relationship issues. When someone suggested in jest that they simply kill the man, Irene Maslin in particular latched onto the idea and refused to let go. The master manipulator then goaded the three women into a sinister murder plot.

Following Donna’s party, Karen baited the inebriated Snabel into visiting Rhona Heaney’s secluded countryside home with promises of rekindling the bond they once shared. Upon his arrival, he was instead greeted by Irene and Rhona, who coerced him into taking some drugs. The women had assured him that the syringes they offered were filled with speed; however, they failed to mention that the amphetamines were laced with corrosive battery acid. Being fully aware that the concentrated sulfuric acid would quickly wreak havoc on Paul’s body and result in a gruesome death, Karen and Donna opted to leave Rhona’s home once the substance began flowing through his veins. Though neither sister had witnessed the death or viewed the corpse, they hadn’t heard from him following the events at the Heaney household. Several days later, Rhona and Irene mentioned having sold the couch Paul sat on because they were unable to remove the stains he left behind. In addition, Irene had organized and constructed the stories each woman provided to officers upon investigation.

Using the information Donna provided, police continued to pursue the Maslin’s with new fervor. With a new lead on the location of their vacation getaway, they anxiously arrived at an address in the sparsely populated countryside. Instead of finding their suspects, authorities were greeted by Ian GIllin, an ex-footballer who happened to be friends with the women in question. When asked about his whereabouts during the time of the disappearance, he immediately admitted that he had been with the Maslin’s on the day of the crime. He claimed to have spent the day digging the foundation for a new swimming pool in the backyard, and had only briefly met Paul. That evening, Jano Maslin left the property for several hours, then returned with the red and white Yamaha motorcycle. Ian was then ordered to disassemble the bike, and being a simple man, he helped without much question. Jano and Ian then proceeded to scatter the parts of the motorcycle across several dumps, dams, and bushes nearby. Matching the locations of the recovered Yamaha with the locations Ian Gillin referenced in his testimony, it became clear that he was, in fact, the person behind the destruction of Paul Snabel’s bike.

With enough damning evidence in their hands to be sure of the women’s involvement in Snabel’s disappearance, warrants for the arrests of Irene Maslin and Rhona Heaney were filed. When they eventually returned home after their holiday vacation, they were promptly taken into custody. 

The two women were reacting to the circumstances in drastically different ways. On one hand, Irene’s attitude upon being taken into the station could best be described as contemptuous. As investigators began asking questions concerning the crime, she remained silent and steady. Her stony face showed no signs of guilt or remorse, though it was clear that she had something to hide. Rhona, on the other hand, was anxious and initially hesitant to confirm or deny the truthfulness of her original statements to police. Without letting much time pass, she came to the conclusion that she could not escape punishment. Unwilling to take all of the blame for the heinous crime, she agreed to provide further details regarding the last moments of Paul Snabel’s short life.  

*    *    *

Hours after the initial injection of battery acid, it appeared that the poison was not especially effective; rather than collapsing or writhing in pain, Paul continued about his business and even began riding his motorcycle around Heaney’s backyard.  Frustrated by their failure, the women were forced plan a different course of action. As Snabel remained completely oblivious to the women’s evil intentions, Irene made arrangements for Ian Gillin to be dropped off at Rhona’s home. There, the two men met for the first time and shared a drink or two. About a half hour into Ian’s visit, Maslin pulled the young man aside and informed him that Paul “had to go”. She then handed Gillin a child’s metal baseball bat and badgered him into hitting Snabel across the head with it. Although the two barely knew each other, Gillin agreed to it out of fear.  Immediately, the blow knocked Paul unconscious; during that time, the women forced another dose of battery acid into his body.

Evidently, that wasn’t enough to kill him. As Paul began to moan and groan in pain, Irene began to scream at Ian to continue hitting the severely injured man. Startled, Ian Gillin swung the bat several times, fracturing Snabel’s skull and splattering blood across the room. Horrified by his own actions, he became sick and stepped away from the battered, dying man. Rhona, equally horrified by the gruesome turn of events, witnessed Irene finish Paul off once and for all. Incredibly, after sustaining a number of hits to the head, he continued to cling to life and gasp for breath. Irene proceeded to grab a plastic bag, place it over the man’s bloodied head, and secure it into place with a rubber band. Together, Rhona and Irene watched as their defenseless victim slowly suffocated.

Once the deed was done, Irene’s husband and Ian set to work on disposing of the bike. Meanwhile, Irene and Rhona wrapped the body in a plastic tarp and unceremoniously shoved it into the back seat of their Subaru. The two women then drove deep into the isolated bushlands and dumped the corpse far from the nearest town. They also carefully disposed of all of the incriminating evidence involved in the murder.

As the police followed up on Rhona’s account, the mystery finally began to gain some clarity. After tracking down Ian GIllin, he confirmed Heaney’s version of events. He added crucial details regarding the intimidation tactics Irene employed; when he initially pulled away from the metal baseball bat, Maslin assured him that Paul would kill Karen unless Ian took initiative and killed him first. When Gillin continued to show reservations about murdering Snabel, Maslin began to imply that Ian might find himself in trouble if he did not do as Irene commanded. Asserting that his actions were a measure of self-defense against Irene’s wrath, he had no issues taking responsibility for the crime he had committed. 

Forensic teams later lifted the lining of Rhona Heaney’s living room carpet and found blood stains soaked deep into the base of the floor. Unfortunately, at the time DNA testing was not readily available, making it impossible to know for sure whether or not the blood found beneath the carpet belonged to Paul. Luckily, DNA proof was not necessary for charging the criminals or discovering the fate of Paul Snabel. Using Rhona’s account of where the body was dumped, police uncovered scraps of torn clothing and fragments of a human skeleton in the bush. There, they were lucky enough to recover an intact skull and jawbone; Snabel’s dental records matched that of the skeleton, finally providing conclusive evidence for family and friends as to where Paul had disappeared to for so many months

*    *    *

After a bizarre and tumultuous investigation, prosecutors were finally able to take the case to trial and present their evidence to a stunned jury. Although Karen Randall was the impetus behind the murder, she ultimately only received two years in prison for her involvement in the plot to kill her former lover. Her sister, Donna, was awarded an identical sentence. Ian Gillin was charged and found guilty of manslaughter. He served three years behind bars before earning his freedom. The court was much less lenient when it came to jailing Rhona Heaney; she was sentenced to 10 years in prison for the conspiracy. Although her husband Jano was acquitted of any involvement in the crime, Irene eventually confessed to being guilty of murder after spending months in denial. In accordance with Australian law at the time, she received the maximum jail sentence of 15 years. 

Irene Maslin has since served her time and has been released from prison. Despite her distinct lack of remorse, nothing could prevent her from being allowed back into the general public. Although her current whereabouts are unknown, her reputation has lived on. The barbarism of her action attracted plenty of media attention, and she has been featured on a number of true crime television shows throughout the years. But perhaps the biggest impact she has made lies deep in the hearts of those that were once close to her. Years after the crime, locals still recall the chills she sent shivering down the spines of her neighbors. Some authorities even likened the magnitude of her evil to infamous serial killer Charles Manson.

With Maslin having assumed a new identity, it’s almost impossible to know for certain what drove her lust for blood. Perhaps she was genuinely concerned for the safety of Karen Randall; others hypothesize that Paul Snabel’s drug habit may have landed him in debt. Irene may have just been seeking the adrenaline high that comes with taking a life. While her motives cannot be conclusively determined, there is an age old lesson to be learned from the tragedy that unfolded in Mirboo North. Though Irene Maslin appeared to be nothing more than an innocent housewife to some, in reality, she was capable committing savage acts – proving that sometimes, the people we hold in the highest regard turn out to be the people we know the least.
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DARLA PUGH

PROLOGUE

The farmhouse and surrounding area looked like something from the set of “Little House on the Prairie.” 

The house on Harvey Farm stood nestled in between tall pine trees, peaceful streams, and wildlife. 

A place where you don’t expect to find scenes that would be given an “X” rating if it were a horror movie. 

The police arrived at the home while conducting a search for a missing young man named Kenneth Countje. They did not have to search far to find evidence of criminal activity. In the front of the property, lay a mattress burning alongside a smoking garbage barrel. 

Their first inclination was to believe that the resident was burning garbage. A citation was due, maybe, but they had more pressing matters to attend to. 

But upon closer inspection of the barrel, the officers saw a bone sticking out of the garbage.

A femur?

A mass of fleshy goo remained at the knob of the bone and the smell of the charred remains made the policemen gag. 

They both gave each other a look of horror. Here in a town where the most serious crime would be a speeding ticket or jaywalking, the police were about to enter a whole world of horror beyond their wildest imagination. 

CHAPTER ONE 

Epping, New Hampshire. 

Population = less than six thousand. 

Epping is a rainy, small town that has been sarcastically nicknamed “The Center of the Universe”. That has not stopped the residents from hosting parades, canoe races
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