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Francisco Angulo de Lafuente

CRITICS ARE HAILING Francisco Angulo latest novel Freak as "a modern gothic masterpiece" (The New York Times) that is "impossible to put down" (Washington Post). 

Set against the backdrop of a mysterious traveling circus, Freak chronicles the experiences of a group of extraordinary characters who possess uncanny abilities and physical anomalies that set them apart from mainstream society. Led by the enigmatic magician known only as "Nikola," the "freaks" of the circus unveil a riveting story of drama, suspense, romance, horror, and humanity.

As Angulo peels back the layers of his vividly drawn characters, he illuminates the struggles of those deemed abnormal and the cruelty and wonder of human nature. Heart-wrenching, chilling and tender by turns, Freak explores discrimination, revenge, compassion and redemption with sensitivity and depth.

Hailed for its "spellbinding pace and tantalizing secrets" (Chicago Tribune), Freak conjures up a world that seduces readers into the rich inner lives of beings who are at once bizarre and deeply familiar. Through elegant prose alive with stunning imagery, Diaz has crafted a novel that will haunt you long after the final page.
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Prologue
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The boy stared with wide-eyed wonder as the circus tents bloomed up from the misty dawn like giant mushrooms come to life. He clutched his guardian's hand tightly, scarcely believing he'd been allowed to attend the show. After so many whispered stories of sideshow freaks and death-defying acts, he would finally see the spectacle for himself. 

As the sun burned off the morning fog, a kaleidoscope of sights, sounds and smells dazzled the boy's senses. Roars rumbled from animal cages while vendors sang out about sugared treats. Bold circus posters depicted fire-eaters, sword-swallowers, a wolfman, a bearded woman, a turtle boy and more. What strange creatures awaited him inside the striped big top?

The boy remembered his schoolmates jeering at him, calling him a "freak." But here, could the freaks walk openly, without shame? The idea filled him with awe.

A gruff voice interrupted his musings - it was time for the show to start. The boy hurried inside, clutching his ticket stub like a golden ticket. The tent flaps swept closed behind him with a whisper, and the lights dimmed...

As foreboding organ notes crept through the heavy air, the ringmaster stalked into the spotlight, cracked his whip, and proclaimed, "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the greatest show on earth!"
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Preface
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-It will pass, time heals all... Who hasn't been told this at some point? Over time you realize it's a lie, a deception, because the pain of loss never disappears. The loss of a loved one, of a mother, brother or child. The loss of memory, of the soul, of oneself. Aging, the degenerative disease that day by day brings us a little closer to our inevitable end. Aging is the disease that claims the most victims and humanity's oldest affliction. Perhaps that's why we see it as normal, we assume that deteriorating and ending up as disabled elderly people is normal; but in antiquity it was normal to die at thirty, for twenty-five percent of women to die in childbirth or for half of all children to not make it past the first few months of life. To deteriorate physically and mentally is neither beautiful nor wonderful. I'm tired of novels, films and advertisements where aging is sold to us as something marvelous. The reality is, I've never seen any of those wonderful, handsome, gray-haired elderly people, more intelligent and agile than any young person. All those I've known have serious health problems, problems urinating "they wet themselves", kidney, liver, lung problems, they can't sleep because of bone and back pain, they need help getting out of bed, they don't see well, some even shit their pants and as if that weren't enough, the brain also atrophies, deteriorates and shrinks. The myth that greater age brings greater intelligence is perhaps one of the biggest falsehoods. The older people I know, the more idiotic they are. I think it's vitally important that we abandon these fairy tale ideas and start remedying humanity's greatest pandemic. Imagine if Albert Einstein were still alive, with the physique and mind of a thirty-year-old, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Picasso...

So much preparation, study, work and so little time. Knowledge, friendship, love, all lost like drops of water in the ocean.
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Notes
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I was able to rescue Doctor Nikola's diary from the fire. Most of the notes were illegible. I've dedicated a great deal of time and effort to transcribing them, since they were in a pitiful state after the fire, and also written in fountain pen and in various languages. I will transcribe them in italics to differentiate them from the rest of the story. "Unfortunately, all the machine's diagrams were lost forever."
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Lakoni Lates 

May 4, 2018
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The Solitude of the Creator
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Barely forty years old: Young people see me as old and the rest are too old to remember me. 

Ten years have passed before I could face a blank page, time to reflect, to try to forget this need to keep waiting for her.

Alex remembered things from a very early age, even before preschool. At four years old, an event occurred that would mark him for life:

On Sundays there was a family gathering at his grandmother's house. The adults, grandparents, parents and uncles, would often play cards after eating. Soup made from the broth of boiled meat with crumbs of long thin hard bread, chickpeas with meatballs made of breadcrumb and egg, crème caramel or cornstarch pudding. Coffee: with milk for the women and a splash of rum for the men, not to mention espresso with two spoons of sweetened condensed milk and a finger of anise liqueur for grandfather. Then idle chitchat, with the TV volume turned way up, though no one watched or listened, brandy and anise liqueur, cigarette packs on the coffee table, a deck of cards and dense fog-like smoke filling the living room.

The children, Alex, his sister and occasionally their two cousins, played in the yard without any adult supervision. In late October the days were grey, the summer sun and warm temperatures a distant memory. A fine, steady rain watered the yard, so Alex and his sister, eleven months younger, remained inside without much to do. The hallway was small and the doors to the bedrooms remained shut. The boy’s gaze lingered on his uncle’s room, the door was slightly ajar. It was a twenty-year-old’s bedroom, so it held many curiosities in the eyes of a child. Two beds on either side, separated by a small bedside table cluttered with eye-catching things: a glass jar with antique coins, colored pens, political propaganda bottle caps, some stickers not yet affixed to the closet door, either because they weren’t flashy enough or because there was barely any space left. In the bedside table’s top drawer, crammed with documents, letters, advertising flyers and a comic book, was what Alex had been looking for, a small white plastic disposable lighter. He'd seen his uncle use it to light cigarettes, pressing a button and producing a flame seemed almost magical to him, the power to command fire. Seduced by this thought, he picked up the lighter with his little hands and tried to spin the wheel that scraped against the flint to produce a spark, but it was useless, his hands were too small. He stopped a few instants to examine the mechanism, then tried using both hands, clutching it tightly with one while using the other to turn the little wheel. He finally produced sparks. He repeated the process several times, but no flame appeared. When he'd seen it used it hadn't seemed so complicated, he was missing something, some other step. After many attempts, he pressed the gas release button at the same time he created a spark. The accumulated butane ignited in a sudden blaze. His sister looked at him wide-eyed, open-mouthed. Alex threw the lighter into the air in fright. Silence set in, a few seconds passed and nothing happened, so he picked it up off the floor again, ready to try using it. He looked on the table for something to set on fire, a toothpick or scrap of paper, but found nothing. He heard noises in the hallway, someone walked past the bedroom door toward the bathroom. If they saw him with the lighter it was clear he’d get a good scolding, so the two of them hid under the bed. No one came in to see what they were up to and calm soon returned. Lighter still in hand, an idea occurred to him. Lacking a scrap of paper, he could try lighting the end of the curtains hanging from the headboard down to the floor. That seemed like a good idea to him, he’d test the power of the device by burning the end of the curtains, then blow it out like he’d done at birthday parties.  

It was very difficult to do everything at once, so his sister helped by holding the end of the curtain. After several attempts, he managed to light it again. The flame wasn’t steady, changes in pressure on the trigger caused fluctuations in the gas flow, almost extinguishing it at times. With great difficulty he brought it to the beige fabric printed with dark brown wavy stripes. In a split second the curtain caught fire and blazed upward several meters to the ceiling, even though Alex blew on it with all his might. He threw the lighter down and lay on the floor, covering his head with his arms and squeezing his eyes shut. He felt the smoke burning his lungs, the heat became very intense, even with his hands over his face he could see the glare of the flames on his eyelids. He held his breath, no longer able to swallow more smoke, and then felt a strong pressure on his right leg.
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Perhaps because I'm from the Big Bang generation, because I was raised with the idea that everything started from a single particle, ever since I first heard this theory, I haven't been able to stop wondering: Where did the first particle come from? How was space and time created? 

Is there any way to know how it all began? Or perhaps it escapes our perception, our understanding. Just as for the fish, the world ends where there is no water, it's possible we are not capable of seeing additional or parallel dimensions. For someone who experiences time in a straight line, it's impossible to see it any other way.

To try to reach a conclusion, a mathematical formula that reveals the thoughts of God, the very structure of the universe itself. Is it possible? Is it within our reach? I think we can use statistics, to come to have a somewhat broader vision. The same result with different tools, different words to describe the same thing.

Thoughts of an old professor: Albert Einstein's theory of relativity, applied to the concept of creation: Theologians, philosophers and scientists from all over the world, since mankind began, fighting to see who is right. An equation to calculate the percentage of possibilities for the existence of God.

A hand grabbed him by the ankle and dragged him out of bed. He heard shouts and voices and saw the room burning for an instant before his mother carried him to the dining room. 

His two-year-old sister who barely uttered four words had saved his life. She'd had the courage to go to their mother and shout:

"Ale, Ale, Ale, fire, fire, fire!"

It marked him for life. Not one adult thought for even an instant that he might be responsible: Responsible for leaving two children aged two and three alone, for leaving dangerous objects within their reach, they didn't even think the toddlers had been on the verge of dying. Only the material damages mattered.

"Alex come here you little bastard!" his father shouted.

Frightened, he ran out of the house, down the stairwell and ran as fast as his little legs allowed, thinking his father would catch him at any moment. At the end of the street, the asphalt ended at a dirt lot where Mrs. Ana's little house stood, an old widow of a railway worker, the old train tracks still passed by her whitewashed house with navy blue doors. He hid behind the garden wall, stayed crouched, shrunk in fear, but his father soon found him, yanked him up by the hair and carried him home as if he were a ball, kicking him up the street. Little Alex didn't stop crying while his father cursed at him and played soccer with him. He was so frightened that he didn't sleep and kept sobbing for three days straight. He stopped speaking for two years and from then on everyone considered him mentally ill.

Houdini's Great Tricks

Escaping

The barbarity of human beings, war and a child's dream to change things, science, faith and magic...

Harry Houdini was known for his escape artist skills. He often performed publicity stunts where upon arriving in a town he would ask the chief of police to handcuff him and lock him in the best jail cell. The press would soon catch wind of the challenge and the next day he'd appear at a press conference after having escaped. 

The history of humanity: King Arthur in Camelot, Merlin and the Holy Grail. 

Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin, father of modern magic, who like the mythical wizard Merlin, was asked to defend the empire with his mystic arts. In 1856 Napoleon III's Second French Empire sent him to Algeria so that with his fantastic tricks he'd make the enemy believe he truly had magical powers and thereby quell the rebellion. 

Years later the autobiography of the old magician fell into the hands of young Erik Weisz and made such an impression that he decided to change his last name to the magician's; he added an "i" and Harry Houdini was born.

––––––––
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THE OLD MAGICIAN CONTEMPLATED his gaunt face, prominent cheekbones, pronounced chin, eyebrows and white hair. He moved the shaving brush covered in lather in small circles, the quick movements over his skin produced a thick foam. Distant memories came to his mind, from even before he was known as a great magician, from when he was called doctor. Those memories, forgotten with effort, consciously relegated to oblivion, arose spontaneously when his mind performed everyday actions, when he somehow lost control of his consciousness in some way. It was also common for those memories of the past to torment him while he slept, dreams turning into harrowing nightmares that caused him to wake with a start, dizzy and distressed, then taking several minutes, sometimes hours to recover. The years had taken their toll on his physique, but his mind and heart remained strong and he was consciously able to withstand the pain, to arrest those piercing thoughts in the most hidden depths of his mind. He'd heard a thousand times that time heals all wounds, he too once thought that in time he would forget her, but there is nothing more false in this world than that phrase; we can never forget what we are or what we were. Pain never disappears, over time one learns to live with it, to bear the burden, to drag it along. He felt his existence was a punishment, paying every day of his life for mistakes made in the past. Each happy memory of her returned like a blow to the chest. That old magician was young once and capable of performing magic without tricks, but that gift disappeared with her. Apolonia De Jiménez, an extraordinary woman, he saw the light in her blue eyes in the crowd, illuminating the ballroom of the Hotel Palace in Madrid. He had been invited to receive an award for his foundation for the disabled and war wounded. The Westin Palace had been inaugurated barely five years earlier on October 12, 1912, designed by the architect Eduard Ferrés, it had four hundred sixty-eight rooms decorated in the height of luxury. The floor of the ballroom still smelled new, polished wood floors, huge crystal chandeliers. The musicians played classic melodies while the waiters in red jackets, black pinstriped trousers, white shirts and bow ties moved skillfully among the crowd trays in hand like seasoned dancers.

He observed her discreetly, looking for the right moment and the right words to approach her, but it seemed all those present, ladies and gentlemen, wanted to speak with her. There was always a small cluster around her while she recounted stories of her travels through northern Africa, the Spanish, French, English colonies, from Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Tripoli, Egypt, Sudan, all the way to Ethiopia. When traveling was still an epic adventure, with barely any roads or motor vehicles, no airplanes or booked hotels. Traveling by mule or camel, traveling on foot, through every city, every village and hamlet, in contact with the people, the inhabitants. 

Tchaikovsky's Waltz of the Flowers began and people started dancing. Many gentlemen withdrew for fear of looking ridiculous, but Nikola was an experienced dancer, so it seemed the right time to approach Apolonia and ask her to dance. In a fraction of a second he managed to get ahead of another man with the same objective. He asked if she would grant him this dance and immediately the two began turning, dancing smoothly to the rhythm of the music, as if their feet didn't touch the floor, gliding, floating in the wind. De Jiménez was slender, light and ethereal, like a dancer with the Russian Imperial Ballet.

––––––––
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- TELL ME MR. NIKOLA, where are you from? I can't quite place your accent and I'm very good at identifying them.

- Where do you think I'm from? Take a guess... let's see if you get it right.

She was always in a good mood, always flashing a dazzling smile. She brought the index and middle fingers of both hands to her temples, like those mentalist performers who were so fashionable, filling theaters throughout Europe and much of America.

- Congolese? Nepali? Though you're more likely Bulgarian, Hungarian, Romanian...  

- I think you've named all the countries bordering mine.

- Don't tell me, let's see... Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania... I've got it, you're Serbian!

- Truly remarkable, the mentalist trick isn't worth a penny, I don't think you could make a living with it... But your knowledge of geography is truly impressive, as a schoolteacher you're priceless.

- There we go with the clichés... Don't get me wrong, teaching is noble work, but I don't think I fit the part of the long-suffering schoolmarm or the humanitarian nurse. I'm interested in other kinds of things. Tell me, why can't I be president of the republic?

- I don't see any reason why you couldn't, and you'll always have my vote too. - They both laughed.

The
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