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“Somebody just assassinated them.”
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When a security guard discovered a car parked along the shoulder of the Ortega Highway on November 20, 1999, with the engine running and the lights on, he assumed it was a couple of kids making out. Instead, he found the bullet-riddled bodies of a prominent Huntington Beach doctor and his optometrist wife sprawled across the vehicle’s front seat.

“The car is running, the lights are on – he walks up to the car and looks through the driver’s side window, and he gets a glimpse of a horrific scene,” said Michael Fleeman, who wrote about the murder of Kenneth Stahl and Carolyn Oppy-Stahl in his book, Deadly Mistress.

Stahl, 57, and his wife had been out celebrating her 44th birthday the day before when he suddenly pulled over on the side of the road. The couple was about 30 miles from home – driving in the opposite direction. Just two hours later, investigators were digging for clues that would help them solve the murder – with no leads, no obvious motives, and no witnesses.

“When I arrived there, the driver had a gunshot wound near the bridge of his nose,” said Jim McDonald, a senior investigator with the Orange County sheriff’s department who worked on the case. “It appeared to be an entry wound – it looked like he’d been shot in the face. There was also another entry wound in the upper part of his chest.”

McDonald said Stahl was still upright in the driver’s seat, with his seatbelt still securely fastened. The passenger, Oppy, was laying down in the car, with her head near the centre console and at least one leg hanging out the open passenger door. McDonald added that she had multiple gunshot wounds to both the front and back of her body.

Investigators quickly ruled out the possibility that the scene was the result of a murder-suicide between the husband and wife, as no gun had been located in the car. There was also no evidence of a robbery, as both victims still had their wallets and plenty of cash when they were discovered.

“It was as if they’d pulled over and somebody just assassinated them,” Fleeman said.

The case went unsolved for more than ten months before it was passed off to a new team, Detectives Brian Meaney and Felipe Villalobos. Veterans of the force with a solid, effective partnership, Meaney and Villalobos got to work immediately – reading over old case files, interviewing people, and bouncing around possible theories. Eventually, they made a breakthrough.

“It’s a tale of intrigue, a tale of murder,” said Orange County Sheriff Mike Carona. “But most importantly, it’s a tale of some outstanding police work, some outstanding detective work.”

While going through Stahl’s cell phone log, the detectives saw the same number pop up with consistent frequency. The number belonged to a medical receptionist named Adriana Vasco, who worked at one of Stahl’s clinics. When they interviewed the receptionist, a potential motive began to take shape. Vasco wasn’t just the receptionist – she’d been having an affair with Stahl for many years, and he’d been providing her with regular financial support.

This wasn’t the first time Stahl had cheated on a spouse. Already twice divorced, Oppy’s sister Linda Dubay said Stahl had engaged in a series of affairs. Oppy had considered the possibility of seeking a divorce herself, saddened and angry with her husband’s many infidelities, but according to Dubay, she maintained hope that Stahl would change.

“She had put up with so much and got used to it,” said Dubay. “Somehow, the unknown is more scary than the known.”

No matter how much effort Oppy put into the marriage, Dubay said she received little in return. According to Dubay, Stahl struggled to meet the expectations his family had for him – his father was a well-respected surgeon and CEO of a hospital, while Stahl worked as an anaesthesiologist. 

“(Stahl) needed the ego boost of his affairs – usually with divorced nurses, single mothers, needy individuals,” Dubay said.

Vasco was a perfect fit. 
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The black sheep
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“She never really knew her father, didn’t seem to get along well with her mother,” said Fleeman, who heavily researched Vasco’s background for his book, Deadly Mistress.

Born in Mexico as the product of a rape, Vasco suffered both physical and sexual abuse at the hands of her stepfather before leaving her family’s home at the age of 16. The next few years, she “bounced around” the homes of friends and relatives, according to Detective Felipe Villalobos.

“She was like the black sheep of the family,” said Deborah Burns, the manager at Vasco’s Anaheim apartment. “She used to always say that.”

However, Vasco quickly discovered that her looks and sex appeal could get her anything she wanted or needed – but she struggled to find a meaningful relationship. Her history of abuse had also given her “an almost pathologically bad taste in men,” said Fleeman.

“She was very, very sexual,” he explained. “Her exotic Latin looks attracted many men, and all of them said she was a sexual dynamo – they couldn’t get enough of her. But she never had any kind of relationship that lasted very long.”

At 25, one of Vasco’s failed relationships left her a single mom – but in 1992, her luck started to change when she met Dr. Kenneth Stahl at her new job as a medical receptionist at a pain clinic. 

“Stahl was a 57-year old anaesthesiologist that had set up a couple of his own businesses, pain clinics, “said Senior Prosecutor Dennis Conway. “At first, they were just friendly with each other, but then they started sharing details about their personal lives with one another.”

Vasco and Stahl bonded over their struggles with intimate relationships. Stahl was excited that a much younger woman was paying him attention, while Vasco was flattered to have a well-established older man interested in more than just her body. After about a year, the pair finally gave in to the undeniable attraction that had formed between them.

“They developed a romantic relationship, and a very passionate sexual relationship,” Fleeman said. “(Vasco) gave him, by all accounts, this wild and crazy sex life that he had never had before.”

According to Fleeman, Vasco’s behaviour with Stahl was consistent with her “pattern” – using sex to manipulate men into doing anything she wanted. By fulfilling his sexual fantasies, it appeared Vasco had Stahl wrapped around her finger.

“Friends of hers that she worked with said she would go to lunch with him and then come back and have five or seven hundred dollars with her,” said Conway. “He bought her a couple of cars – and helped her out pretty regularly for about five or six years.”

Stahl’s bank records indicated a withdrawal of $20,000 in cash from his checking account – an unusual transaction, considering his account history. According to his estate executor, that money was never located or associated with a corresponding expense. During the same time period, Vasco came to work wearing several pieces of brand-new jewellery.

Vasco even depended on Stahl to cover her living expenses, according to the manager of her Anaheim condominium building.

“She said, ‘you don’t have to worry about rent, he’ll pay for my rent,’” said Burns. “I saw him, off and on, come to the apartment building. He tried to always sneak in and sneak out, because he didn’t want people to see him. But then, later on in the relationship, I would see him at the pool with her and the kid.” 

Still, Vasco initially denied the affair when police questioned her about her relationship with Stahl. She claimed that she’d only spoken to him on the morning before he was killed to discuss problems she was having with a computer and printer he was helping her repair. She added that Stahl had mentioned taking Oppy out for her birthday, but insisted he hadn’t told her where they would be going.

Only three months later, Vasco admitted to the affair. This time, she told police that her relationship with Stahl ended in 1996, when she claimed he refused to leave his wife. In another interview, in October 2000, Vasco said that after she ended the affair with Stahl, she began seeing another man named Greg Stewart.

Vasco and Stewart had met at a mental hospital. The relationship between the two has been described as “tumultuous,” plagued with drug use and violence. During this relationship, court documents allege that Vasco and Stahl remained close, and she said he “was always going to be there” for her. 

However, officers began to doubt Vasco’s story after speaking with her supervisor, Susana Torres-Bivian. According to Torres-Bivian, Vasco claimed to still be “dating” Stahl in 1999 – detailing the “long-term relationship” they had and giving Torres-Bivian the impression that this affair was ongoing. Vasco had also asked Torres-Bivian not to tell the police about her relationship with Stahl.

Torres-Bivian added that in the late summer of 1999, Vasco told her she’d started dating “Tony,” a maintenance worker in Vasco’s apartment building. It didn’t conflict with her relationship with Stahl, Torres-Bivian said Vasco claimed – the men knew each other and were fine with the arrangement.
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“Can you make her disappear?”
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Vasco met Tony Satton when he used his maintenance man’s passkey to let himself into Vasco’s Anaheim apartment to repair her sink. When she told him not to barge into her home, “he responded by going into her bedroom,” said Fleeman in his book, Deadly Mistress.

“Well, it began that way, (and) every day after that he started coming,” Vasco recalled. 

The relationship began innocently enough, with “civil” conversations whenever Satton dropped by. But eventually, he asked Vasco if she knew where he could buy marijuana. Since she’d started attending church and was living a sober life, Vasco told him she didn’t – but she finally relented and sought out a dealer for Satton.

“That’s how he started,” she said. “And then he wanted some speed, so I got that for him, too... Before you know it, I started using again.”

Vasco and Satton would get high together, and he would open up about his life back in North Carolina – past violence, encounters with police. He told her she needed to keep her mouth shut about his criminal history, even threatening to hurt Vasco’s daughter, Ashley.

“He goes, ‘I personally won’t do it, but I’ll have somebody come and get her and you’ll never see her,’” said Vasco.

By this time, Stahl was getting desperate. His health was failing, and he wanted out of his stale marriage. Despite his healthy diet and daily exercise regimen, Stahl struggled with heart problems. At only
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