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PART I: THE ANATOMY OF A KILLER

	


Chapter 1  

	The Face Behind the Mask

	 

	 

	 


The photograph shows a man who could have been anyone's neighbor. Dark hair neatly combed, a well-proportioned face with regular features, eyes that seem to hold a gentle intensity. At thirty-nine years old, José Antonio Rodríguez Vega possessed the kind of unremarkable handsomeness that invited trust rather than suspicion. Women found him attractive. Neighbors described him as polite, even charming. He was the kind of man who held doors open, who offered to help carry groceries, who smiled easily and spoke with consideration. He was also one of Spain's most prolific serial killers.

	On the morning of his arrest in April 1988, as police officers placed handcuffs on his wrists outside his Santander apartment, the city's residents could scarcely believe what they were hearing on the radio and seeing on the evening news. This man, this ordinary-looking, well-groomed man stood accused of raping and murdering at least sixteen elderly women over the span of eight brutal months. The disconnect between appearance and accusation seemed impossible to reconcile. Surely there had been some mistake. Serial killers were supposed to look like monsters, weren't they? They were supposed to have dead eyes, strange mannerisms, something that marked them as different, as other, as evil.

	José Antonio Rodríguez Vega looked like none of these things.

	This dissonance, this fundamental gap between what we expect evil to look like and what it actually looks like when it walks among us lies at the heart of understanding El Mataviejas, "The Old Lady Killer." His case forces us to confront an uncomfortable truth that criminologists and psychologists have long understood but that the public consistently resists: the most dangerous predators are often those who blend in seamlessly with society. They are the ones who have mastered what psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley famously termed "the mask of sanity."

	The Monster Next Door

	In the aftermath of his arrest, journalists descended upon Rodríguez Vega's apartment building in the Castilla-Hermida neighborhood of Santander. They interviewed his neighbors, expecting to uncover stories of strange behaviors, disturbing incidents, ominous warnings that had been ignored. Instead, they found bewilderment.

	"He was always very correct, very polite," one neighbor told reporters. "He would greet me every morning when I saw him. He seemed like a good person."

	Another recalled seeing him help an elderly woman with her shopping bags. The irony was not lost on investigators, who by then had compiled a list of victims, all elderly women who had likely been approached with similar displays of helpfulness.

	His landlord described him as an ideal tenant: quiet, clean, always paid his rent on time. The apartment itself, when searched by police, revealed the same meticulous orderliness. Everything had its place. Surfaces gleamed. Clothes hung in the closet with military precision, organized by color and type. Even in the drawers, items were arranged with geometric exactness. This compulsive neatness would become one of the defining characteristics of his psychological profile, a trait that extended even to his crime scenes.

	But perhaps the most disturbing testimony came from women who had encountered him socially. Several described him as attractive and charming, someone who knew how to make conversation, who listened attentively, who seemed genuinely interested in what others had to say. One woman who had gone on a few dates with him before his arrest described feeling "completely at ease" in his presence. She never would have suspected, she said, that anything was wrong.

	This ability to present a completely normal, even appealing facade is not unusual among serial killers, particularly those classified as organized offenders. Ted Bundy famously used his good looks and charm to lure victims. Dennis Rader, the BTK Killer, was a church deacon and Cub Scout leader. John Wayne Gacy performed as a clown at children's parties. The list goes on. What sets these killers apart from the disorganized, clearly disturbed offenders is their ability to compartmentalize their lives, to maintain the performance of normalcy even as they engage in the most horrific acts.

	Rodríguez Vega was a master of this performance.

	The Charm Offensive

	Charm, in the context of psychopathy, is not the same as genuine warmth or authentic connection. It is a tool, wielded with precision and purpose. Psychopathic charm has been described by researchers as "superficial" and "glib", smooth-talking that lacks emotional depth but creates an immediate positive impression. It is the social equivalent of a well-constructed stage set: impressive from the audience's perspective but hollow behind the scenes.

	Rodríguez Vega understood intuitively what many people want from social interactions: to be seen, to be heard, to be valued. He could mirror these desires back to his targets with uncanny accuracy. According to investigative reports, he would often engage elderly women in conversation at markets, in parks, outside churches, places where they congregated and where a friendly conversation from a polite young man might seem like a pleasant break from loneliness.

	He asked questions about their lives, their families, their homes. He listened or appeared to listen with genuine interest. He offered compliments that felt personal rather than generic. And crucially, he offered help. Did they need work done around their home? He knew a bit about plumbing, electrical work, and general repairs. He could take a look, give them advice, maybe even do the work himself for much less than they'd pay a professional. What elderly widow living on a pension could resist such an offer?

	This approach reveals something essential about Rodríguez Vega's methodology, he was not an impulsive killer. He was calculating, strategic, and patient. The charm was not merely a personality trait but a weapon, deployed with specific intent. Each friendly conversation was reconnaissance. Each offer of help was a probe, testing boundaries, establishing trust, creating opportunity.

	Psychologists who later examined him noted that his charm was accompanied by a complete absence of genuine empathy. He could read social cues with remarkable accuracy, he knew what expressions to make, what words to say, what persona to adopt in different situations but he felt nothing for the people he manipulated. They were objects to him, puzzles to be solved, obstacles to be overcome in pursuit of his desires.

	This combination, high social intelligence coupled with absolute emotional coldness creates perhaps the most dangerous type of predator. Unlike the visibly disturbed individual who might raise immediate alarm, the charming psychopath moves through society gathering victims with terrible efficiency.

	The Mask of Sanity

	The concept of the "mask of sanity" was introduced by psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley in his groundbreaking 1941 book of the same name. Cleckley argued that some individuals appear completely normal on the surface, they can hold jobs, maintain relationships, navigate social situations with ease while harboring severe personality disorders that make them fundamentally different from neurotypical people.

	These individuals, Cleckley observed, lack the capacity for genuine emotional connection. They do not feel love, remorse, or empathy in the way that most people understand these emotions. They experience anger and desire, but these feelings exist in a vacuum, untempered by concern for others. Yet they are not obviously "insane" in the way that term is commonly understood. They don't hallucinate or lose touch with reality. They understand right from wrong, they simply don't care.

	What makes them so dangerous is precisely this facade of normalcy. They learn to imitate human emotion and connection through observation and practice. They become actors performing the role of "normal person," and many become extraordinarily good at it.

	José Antonio Rodríguez Vega wore his mask with exceptional skill. He had a job, an apartment, and social connections. He dated women. He maintained friendships. By all outward appearances, he was simply another working-class man living a quiet life in Santander. The mask fit so well that even after his arrest, even after the evidence became overwhelming, some who knew him struggled to accept the truth.

	But masks, no matter how carefully constructed, have cracks. In Rodríguez Vega's case, those cracks appeared in the form of his crimes themselves, specifically in the extraordinary violence and violation he inflicted upon his victims. The rage that boiled beneath his calm exterior found its outlet in these attacks, revealing the monstrous reality hidden behind the pleasant facade.

	The murders were not crimes of passion or opportunity but carefully planned assaults that satisfied some deep psychological need. He stalked his victims for days or weeks, learning their routines with obsessive attention to detail. He manipulated his way into their homes, their safe spaces, using the very vulnerability that should have inspired protection as a weapon against them. And then, in the privacy of their own homes, the mask came off.

	The Psychopath Diagnosis

	Following his arrest and during his trial, Rodríguez Vega underwent extensive psychological evaluation. The diagnosis was unequivocal: psychopathy. According to the criteria established by psychologist Robert Hare's Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R), which has become the gold standard for assessing psychopathy, Rodríguez Vega exhibited virtually all the hallmark traits.

	These included: superficial charm and glibness, a grandiose sense of self-worth, pathological lying, cunning and manipulative behavior, lack of remorse or guilt, shallow emotional affect, callousness and lack of empathy, failure to accept responsibility for his own actions, a need for stimulation and proneness to boredom, parasitic lifestyle, poor behavioral controls, early behavioral problems, lack of realistic long-term goals, impulsivity, irresponsibility, and a failure to accept responsibility for his actions.

	Beyond these personality traits, evaluators noted his meticulous nature, the extreme orderliness that characterized both his personal life and his crimes. Crime scene analysis revealed that he left the victim's homes remarkably tidy, sometimes even cleaning up after his attacks. This fastidiousness is not uncommon among organized serial killers, but in Rodríguez Vega's case, it reached an almost pathological extreme.

	Psychologists theorized that this obsessive neatness served multiple functions. On a practical level, it helped him avoid leaving evidence. But on a deeper psychological level, it may have represented an attempt to maintain control, to impose order on the chaos of his own violent impulses. It is a paradox common among certain types of killers, the person whose inner life is a maelstrom of dark urges compensates by creating rigid external order.

	The diagnosis of psychopathy is critical to understanding José Antonio Rodríguez Vega, but it is not sufficient to explain him entirely. Psychopathy is relatively common, estimates suggest that about one percent of the general population meets the criteria. Yet most psychopaths never kill anyone. They may lie, manipulate, and exploit others, but they don't become serial murderers.

	Something else drove Rodríguez Vega to violence. Some additional factors, whether rooted in his personal history, his neurological makeup, or some combination of influences pushed him beyond manipulation into murder. Understanding psychopathy helps us understand how he could kill without remorse, how he could maintain his mask while destroying lives. But it doesn't explain why he chose to kill at all, or why he chose the victims he did.

	The Sixteen

	Between August 1987 and April 1988, at least sixteen elderly women in and around Santander lost their lives to José Antonio Rodríguez Vega. Their ages ranged from sixty-one to ninety-three. They were widows, living alone, managing modest lives on small pensions. They were mothers and grandmothers, women who had lived through Spain's civil war, through Franco's dictatorship, through decades of social change. They had survived so much, only to fall victim to a predator who targeted them specifically for their age, their vulnerability, their loneliness.

	Each of them invited him into their homes. Each of them trusted him, at least initially. And each of them suffered a violent death that no human being should have to endure.

	The scope of his crimes, sixteen victims in just eight months marks Rodríguez Vega as one of Spain's most prolific serial killers. The compressed timeline is particularly striking. While some serial killers operate over years or even decades, with long cooling-off periods between murders, Rodríguez Vega's spree was concentrated and intense. This suggests either an accelerating compulsion or an opportunistic approach enabled by his methodology or perhaps both.

	His ability to murder so many victims in such a short time without being caught earlier raises troubling questions about social invisibility. These women lived alone in a city of nearly two hundred thousand people. When they died, how long before anyone noticed? When they stopped appearing at the market or at church, did their neighbors wonder? When they didn't answer their doors, did anyone check on them with any urgency?

	The sad truth is that elderly people, particularly elderly women living alone, occupy a shadowy space in society. They are often isolated from family by distance or death. They may have outlived many of their friends. Their daily routines may involve few social contacts. This isolation, while tragic in itself, creates an environment where predators like Rodríguez Vega can operate with frightening efficiency.

	He understood this. He counted on it. The invisibility of his victims was part of what made them perfect targets. They were less likely to be immediately missed. Their homes were less likely to have visitors who might interrupt him. Their vulnerability was multiple, physical frailty, social isolation, economic limitation and he exploited every dimension of it.

	The Investigation Begins

	As the bodies began to be discovered, Santander's police faced a growing horror. The first few cases were treated as isolated incidents, tragic yes, but not necessarily connected. Elderly women sometimes died from natural causes in their homes, after all, and weren't discovered for days. But as the numbers grew and the evidence of violence became clear, investigators realized they were dealing with something far more sinister, a serial killer targeting the city's most vulnerable residents.

	The panic, when it came, was swift and severe. Elderly women throughout Santander were warned not to open their doors to strangers. Families who had been content to let their aging mothers and grandmothers live independently suddenly insisted on daily check-ins. Locksmiths did brisk business installing additional security measures. The local media, initially restrained, began running stories with increasing alarm about "El Mataviejas", The Old Lady Killer.

	But identifying the killer proved extraordinarily difficult. Rodríguez Vega left few clues. His meticulous nature extended to his crime scenes, he was careful, organized, controlled. Forensic science in 1980s Spain was not as advanced as it would later become. DNA profiling was in its infancy. Much of the investigative work relied on witness statements, and elderly witnesses, when they could be found, often provided descriptions that were too general to be useful, a man, youngish, reasonably attractive, well-dressed and polite.

	It described half the men in Santander.

	What eventually led investigators to Rodríguez Vega was not brilliant detective work or advanced forensics but rather a combination of persistence and his own increasing boldness. As the murder spree continued, he became slightly less careful, slightly more confident in his ability to evade capture. Witnesses began to emerge who had seen him in the vicinity of victims' homes. A pattern began to emerge in the geographic distribution of the crimes. And slowly, methodically, investigators began to close in on their suspect.

	When they finally arrested him in April 1988, bringing an end to eight months of terror, the city breathed a collective sigh of relief. The monster had been caught. Justice would be served. The elderly women of Santander could feel safe again.

	But for the families of the sixteen women who had died, no arrest could undo the horror. No trial could bring back their mothers, their grandmothers, their aunts. All that remained was the search for answers: Why had this man done these terrible things? What had driven him to prey on the elderly? And most fundamentally: Who was José Antonio Rodríguez Vega, really, beneath the mask?

	These are the questions that this autopsy seeks to answer. Not because understanding evil excuses it, it does not, but because in understanding, we may find ways to recognize such predators sooner, to protect the vulnerable more effectively, to pierce the mask before more lives are lost.

	The face behind the mask is not the face of a monster from mythology or horror fiction. It is an ordinary human face, which makes it all the more terrifying. José Antonio Rodríguez Vega could have been anyone. He looked like everyone. And that is precisely what made him so dangerous.

	 



Chapter 2

	Santander in Shadow

	 

	 


The city of Santander sits on Spain's northern coast, facing the Bay of Biscay with a dignity born of centuries. In the late 1980s, it was a city caught between worlds between its traditional identity as a modest port and summer resort and the modernizing forces reshaping Spain in the post-Franco era. With a population hovering around 180,000, it was large enough to offer urban anonymity but small enough that neighbors still greeted each other on the street, that communities maintained their cohesion, that people believed they knew their city.

	They were wrong.

	Between August 1987 and April 1988, Santander harbored a predator who would shatter that sense of security forever. But to understand how José Antonio Rodríguez Vega was able to kill sixteen elderly women in such a compressed timeframe, we must first understand the city itself, its geography, its social fabric, its vulnerabilities. We must understand the world his victims inhabited and the shadows in which he operated.

	A City of Neighborhoods

	Santander is a city of distinct barrios, neighborhoods that maintained their own identities even as the city grew and modernized. The old fishing quarters, the bourgeois zones near the Palacio de la Magdalena, the working-class districts that sprawled inland from the waterfront each had its own character, its own rhythms, its own social networks.

	Many of Rodríguez Vega's victims lived in these older, more established neighborhoods: Castilla-Hermida, Cuatro Caminos, General Dávila. These were areas characterized by apartment buildings constructed in the 1950s and 1960s, modest structures of four or five stories where working-class and lower-middle-class families had raised their children. By the late 1980s, many of those children had grown and moved away, leaving their aging parents behind.

	The architecture of these neighborhoods is significant. The apartment buildings were designed for families, with relatively thin walls and shared courtyards or entrance halls. In theory, this should have created natural surveillance, neighbors hearing and seeing what happened in adjacent apartments. In practice, these buildings often housed a mix of longtime residents and newer tenants who didn't know each other well. The elderly residents who had lived there for decades found themselves increasingly surrounded by strangers.

	The street life, too, had changed. Where once children had played in courtyards and on sidewalks, creating a constant buzz of activity, now those spaces were often quiet during the day. Women who had once gathered to chat while watching their children now found themselves isolated in their apartments, their social circles diminished by death and distance.

	This transformation, from tight-knit family neighborhoods to more anonymous urban spaces created environmental conditions that serial predators exploit. The illusion of community oversight remained, giving residents a false sense of security, but the reality was increasing isolation and decreasing actual surveillance.

	The Elderly Population: Demographics of Vulnerability

	In 1987, Spain was in the midst of a demographic transition that would eventually give it one of the oldest populations in Europe. The elderly were a growing segment of society, and nowhere was this more apparent than in Cantabria, a region that had experienced significant emigration of young people seeking opportunities in larger Spanish cities or abroad.

	Santander's elderly population in the late 1980s was predominantly female, a consequence of men's shorter life expectancy and the demographic impact of the Spanish Civil War, which had killed disproportionate numbers of men. Many of these women were widows who had spent most of their adult lives as homemakers. They had raised families during the austere years of the Franco dictatorship, stretched pesetas to feed children, and managed households on modest incomes.

	By the 1980s, they lived on even more modest pensions. The Spanish pension system of the era was not generous, particularly for widows who received only a fraction of their deceased husbands' benefits. Many elderly women in Santander lived in borderline poverty, carefully budgeting their monthly payments to cover rent, utilities, food, and medicine. Luxuries were few. Professional services, plumbers, electricians, handymen were expenses to be avoided if at all possible.

	This economic vulnerability intersected with their social and physical vulnerability in dangerous ways. When a polite young man offered to fix a leaky faucet or repair a broken window for a fraction of what a professional would charge, it wasn't merely convenient, it was a financial necessity. The elderly women who accepted Rodríguez Vega's offers weren't being foolish or careless. They were making rational economic decisions based on limited resources.

	Their physical vulnerability was equally significant. Women in their sixties, seventies, eighties, and nineties face declining strength, mobility issues, and often chronic health conditions. They are not capable of defending themselves against a younger, stronger attacker. Rodríguez Vega, at thirty-nine and in good physical condition, had an overwhelming physical advantage over his victims. They stood no chance of fighting him off, and he knew it.

	But perhaps the most profound vulnerability was social. Many of these women lived alone, their husbands dead, their children grown and living elsewhere. Some had no children at all. Their social circles had contracted over the years as friends died or moved away to live with their own children. They might go days without a substantive conversation with another person. A brief chat at the market or after church might be the highlight of their week.

	This loneliness created what predators recognize as an opportunity. A friendly conversation, genuine-seeming interest, an offer of help, these acts of apparent kindness stood out in lives marked by isolation. Rodríguez Vega understood this instinctively. He knew that lonely people are more likely to trust someone who shows them attention, to invite someone into their homes who seems to care.

	Cultural Context: Spain in the Late 1980s

	To understand Santander in 1987-88, we must also understand Spain's broader transformation during this period. The country was still finding its footing in the post-Franco era. Francisco Franco had died in 1975, ending nearly four decades of authoritarian rule. The transition to democracy had been remarkably peaceful, the "Transition" as Spaniards called it but it had left society in flux.

	Old certainties had collapsed. The rigid social structures of the Franco years, with their prescribed roles and hierarchies, no longer held. The Catholic Church, once an unquestioned moral authority, found its influence waning. Young people were embracing freedoms that had been unthinkable a decade earlier. Spain was opening to Europe, to modernity, to change.

	But this modernization was uneven, and nowhere was this more apparent than in the experience of elderly Spaniards. They had lived their entire adult lives under one system and now found themselves in another, sometimes bewildering, world. The values they had internalized, respect for authority, trust in community, adherence to traditional gender roles were being questioned by younger generations.

	Many elderly women of this generation had been taught to be deferential, particularly to men. They had been raised in a culture that prized female modesty, obedience, and domesticity. While the younger generation was challenging these norms, these elderly women carried the cultural conditioning of their youth. When a respectful young man addressed them politely, used formal titles, showed deference, all behaviors that Rodríguez Vega exhibited, it resonated with their generational expectations.

	This cultural context also shaped how crime was perceived and discussed. Spain in the 1980s was experiencing rising crime rates, particularly in urban areas. Drug trafficking, petty theft, and violent crime were all increasing concerns. But serial murder, particularly of the organized, methodical variety that Rodríguez Vega practiced was relatively rare in Spanish experience. The country lacked the extensive research tradition on serial killers that existed in the United States. When the murders began, investigators had few precedents to draw on and limited expertise in this specific type of crime.

	The Geography of Terror

	The distribution of Rodríguez Vega's crimes across Santander reveals a calculated approach to victim selection. He didn't confine himself to a single neighborhood, which would have quickly raised alarm and made patterns more obvious. Instead, he operated across multiple districts, though with certain preferences that eventually helped investigators narrow their focus.

	Most of his victims lived in the central and eastern sections of the city, in neighborhoods characterized by older apartment buildings and a high concentration of elderly residents. These areas were well-served by public transportation, allowing Rodríguez Vega to move between locations without needing a car. They were also dense enough that a stranger could move through them without attracting undue attention, not so small that everyone knew everyone, but not so large that all sense of community had dissolved.

	The geographic spread of the crimes had a strategic purpose. By not concentrating his attacks in one area, he reduced the likelihood of immediate panic and coordinated response. Residents of one neighborhood might not immediately learn about a murder in another neighborhood several kilometers away. News traveled more slowly in the pre-internet era, especially among elderly populations who might not watch television news regularly or read newspapers daily.

	He also varied the types of buildings he targeted. Some victims lived in ground-floor apartments with direct street access. Others lived on upper floors of apartment buildings with shared entrances. This variety suggests he was comfortable operating in different physical environments and could adapt his approach based on the specific circumstances of each location.

	The physical layout of Santander itself aided his activities in subtle ways. Unlike some Spanish cities with their warren-like medieval quarters, Santander had been largely rebuilt after a devastating fire in 1941 destroyed much of the old town. The result was a city of relatively wide streets and regular blocks, rational, modern, and somewhat impersonal. While this made the city more navigable, it also meant fewer of the tight community spaces where everyone knew their neighbors and strangers were immediately noted.

	The Social Fabric: Weakening Bonds

	One of the most troubling aspects of the Rodríguez Vega case is how long it took for the pattern to be recognized. Sixteen women died over eight months, an average of two per month before the killer was caught. This raises uncomfortable questions about social connectedness and community responsibility.

	In earlier decades, in more traditionally organized communities, such a pattern might have been noticed sooner. Extended families living in close proximity would have checked on elderly relatives more frequently. Neighbors who had known each other for decades would have noticed absences more quickly. Religious communities and social clubs would have served as networks of care and surveillance.

	But by the late 1980s, these traditional networks were fraying. Younger family members had moved away for work or education. The pace of urban life meant neighbors interacted less frequently. Traditional social institutions like church groups and neighborhood associations had declining participation. The result was that elderly people could die in their apartments, whether from natural causes or violence and not be discovered for days or even weeks.

	This social isolation was not unique to Santander. It was and remains a feature of modern urban life across the developed world. But in Santander between 1987 and 1988, it created conditions that a predator could exploit with devastating effectiveness.

	Some victims were found relatively quickly, within a day or two of their deaths when family members came to visit or when neighbors noticed something amiss. Others were not discovered until the smell of decomposition alerted neighbors or until landlords investigated when rent went unpaid. In at least one case, a victim was not found for more than a week.

	These delayed discoveries not only represent personal tragedies, the indignity of dying alone and unnoticed but also investigative challenges. The longer a body goes undiscovered, the more difficult forensic analysis becomes. Evidence degrades. Witness memories fade. The killer has more time to distance himself from the crime both physically and temporally.

	The Initial Blind Spot

	When the first elderly women were found dead in their apartments in late 1987, the initial response from authorities and the public was muted. Elderly people die. It's a fact of life. Without obvious signs of forced entry or immediately apparent violence, some deaths were initially attributed to natural causes or accidents. Spain's forensic pathology system in the 1980s was not as robust as it would later become, and post-mortem examinations were not always as thorough as they might have been.

	Even when violence was evident, the crimes were initially treated as isolated incidents rather than the work of a serial offender. This is not unusual in the early stages of a serial murder investigation. Police departments tend to look for the simplest explanation first: a burglary gone wrong, a personal dispute, an isolated attack. The idea that a single individual might be systematically targeting elderly women across the city was so far outside normal criminal patterns that it simply didn't occur to investigators immediately.

	There was also, perhaps, an element of social prejudice at work. Crimes against the elderly, particularly elderly women, have historically received less intensive investigation than crimes against younger victims. This is not because investigators don't care, but because of unconscious biases about the value of elderly lives and the perceived "natural" proximity of elderly people to death. When a young person is murdered, it shocks the conscience because of the life potential cut short. When an elderly person is murdered, there can be a subtle, unspoken sense that they were closer to death anyway, a bias that is both morally repugnant and practically dangerous because it creates investigative blind spots.

	In Santander, this blind spot meant that several months passed before investigators recognized they were dealing with a serial killer. During those months, Rodríguez Vega continued to hunt, to stalk, to kill. How many lives might have been saved if the pattern had been recognized sooner? It's an impossible question to answer, but it haunts the case nonetheless.

	The Awakening: Recognition and Panic

	By late 1987 and early 1988, as the body count mounted, the pattern became impossible to ignore. Multiple elderly women, all living alone, all found dead in their apartments with evidence of sexual assault and violence. The Santander police formed a special task force. The media, initially restrained, began reporting more extensively on what they were now calling a serial killer targeting elderly women.

	The nickname "El Mataviejas", The Old Lady Killer emerged during this period. It was a term that captured both the specific nature of his crimes and a certain colloquial Spanish directness. The name stuck, becoming the primary way that both media and public referred to the unknown killer.

	The recognition that a serial killer was operating in their city sent shockwaves through Santander's elderly community. Women who had lived independently for years suddenly felt vulnerable in their own homes. Many refused to answer their doors under any circumstances. Others would only open their doors if they could see official identification through the peephole, and even then remained suspicious. Some moved in with relatives or arranged for friends or family members to check on them daily.

	The local government and police held community meetings, particularly in neighborhoods where victims had been found. They distributed safety information, urged caution, and tried to reassure the public that everything possible was being done to catch the killer. But reassurance was difficult when the murders continued and the killer remained at large.

	Hardware stores reported increased sales of door chains, additional locks, and window security devices. Elderly women who had never felt unsafe in their longtime homes now slept poorly, jumping at every sound. The psychological toll on Santander's elderly population was immense. Even those who were never directly targeted by Rodríguez Vega became victims in a sense, their sense of security shattered, their independence compromised by fear.

	A City Transformed

	The eight-month period between August 1987 and April 1988 transformed Santander in ways that extended far beyond the immediate investigation and capture of José Antonio Rodríguez Vega. The city lost something intangible but profound during those months, a sense of itself as a safe, knowable community where such horrors didn't happen.

	Prior to the murders, Santander had prided itself on being a civilized, cultured city. It was the summer retreat of Spanish royalty, home to the prestigious Menéndez Pelayo International University, a place where people came for pleasant holidays by the sea. It was not the kind of place where serial killers operated.

	The murders forced Santander to confront a darker reality. Evil was not something that happened elsewhere, in bigger cities or foreign countries. It could emerge anywhere, wear any face, walk any street. The neighbor who seemed so nice might be a monster. The helpful young man might be a predator. Trust, once freely given, now had to be carefully rationed.

	This transformation of social trust had lasting effects. Even after Rodríguez Vega's arrest and conviction, the city carried the psychological scars of his crimes. Elderly residents remained more fearful, more isolated, more suspicious. The bonds of community, already weakening due to modernization and demographic change, were further strained by the trauma of those eight months.

	For investigators and social service providers, the case highlighted the vulnerability of elderly populations in modern urban environments. It sparked discussions about how to better protect isolated elderly residents, how to maintain social connections that serve as safety nets, and how to recognize and respond to patterns of violence more quickly.

	These were conversations that needed to happen, but they came at a terrible cost: sixteen lives, sixteen women who had survived wars and dictatorships and decades of struggle, only to fall victim to a predator in what should have been their safe haven.

	The Shadow's Legacy

	Santander in shadow, that's what the city became during those eight months. A place where darkness lurked behind the facades of apartment buildings, where danger might knock on any door wearing a friendly smile. The geography of the city hadn't changed, but its psychic landscape had been irrevocably altered.

	Understanding this context, the physical city, its social structures, its cultural moment, its vulnerabilities is essential to understanding how José Antonio Rodríguez Vega was able to do what he did. He didn't operate in a

	
	
	
	




