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	INTRODUCTION

	LOVES ME OR LOVES ME NOT

	 

	It's a screwball comedy where love is stripped bare to reveal itself as it is: unpredictable, chaotic, and profoundly human. With a fresh, traditionalist perspective, Roddy Pérez invites us to laugh at our passions, our contradictions, and that eternal game of doubt that accompanies those who dare to love.

	This is not just a romantic story, but a vital portrait of how affection, amidst setbacks and missteps, always finds its way.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Emilio stood in front of the supermarket with the solemnity of a street preacher. In his right hand, he held a mint-green plastic calculator, and in his left, a confidence that his skinny frame couldn't contain. Behind him, his old pickup truck resembled a traveling circus: pots dangling like bells, faded T-shirts, towels with roaring tigers, and a bunch of combs that looked like fans.

	People walked in and out of the supermarket without paying attention to him, but Emilio, stubborn as a goat, had already chosen his victim: a student with a backpack and a face that seemed late for class.

	"Miss, look over here," he said, standing in her way with the calculator held high, as if it were a diamond from Queen Elizabeth. "This device isn't just any Chinese nonsense, huh? This is cutting-edge technology."

	The girl looked him up and down. Her expression clearly said: just another crazy person on the street.

	"It's a calculator," she replied dryly.

	"A calculator, yes, but not just any calculator," Emilio replied, straightening his shoulders. "This one doesn't just solve Baldor's equations, it can also tell you if your boyfriend is cheating on you."

	The student raised an eyebrow, half amused, half incredulous.

	—Aha, and how does he do that?

	Emilio pressed buttons randomly. The calculator beeped like an old microwave.

	—With built-in Wi-Fi, 24 hours a day, honey. It gives you an alarm when he's being too brazen. And it even sings you the lottery number!

	A grocery store owner smoking outside the door chuckled. Two children eating ice cream came over to watch. Emilio now had an audience, and that excited him.

	"Look, kid, I just need a calculator for college," the girl insisted, adjusting her backpack. "A normal one. How much does it cost?"

	"No talking about prices until I tell you all about its properties," he replied solemnly, like a village notary. He winked at her. "This machine also calculates your electricity bill, the dollar rate for the day, and the chances of your teacher catching you cheating."

	The student chuckled.

	—Give me the price or I'm leaving.

	Emilio wasn't intimidated. He rapped the calculator with his knuckles and held it up to the sun.

	—Liquid screen, lifetime warranty…

	She turned around, fed up.

	"I'm gone," he said, and started walking toward the entrance of the supermarket.

	Emilio followed her two steps, without losing his smile.

	"She's carrying the love of her life in her hands and she doesn't even realize it!" he shouted, causing a couple of old ladies coming out with pillowcases to look at him in a mixture of fear and amusement.

	The student walked away laughing, and Emilio remained on the sidewalk, holding his calculator as if it were a sword that had lost the battle. Around them, the heat continued to swell, the pots and pans clanged with a fairground-like clinking, and the children applauded as if they had just witnessed a magic show.

	Emilio made a theatrical bow.

	"Thank you, thank you, come back tomorrow," he said seriously.

	The grocery store owner whistled at him. A public bus honked as if to join in the chorus. And Emilio, satisfied even though he hadn't sold anything, returned to his truck, convinced that the next victim wouldn't get away so easily.

	The sun was already high in the sky, and the front of the supermarket was boiling like a cauldron of stew. Among the vendors, motorcycle taxi drivers, housewives, and sweaty delivery drivers, Liqueo appeared, a skinny young man with a wild afro and fluorescent clothes that looked like they were bought at a nightclub on clearance.

	He wasn't carrying merchandise, he was carrying a mouthful. And a battered cap that served as a piggy bank.

	"Say your word, and I'll turn it into verse," he announced, standing in the middle of the sidewalk as if it were a Madison Square Garden stage.

	Around him, a group of curious people immediately formed: bored students, old people with nothing to do, and two delivery drivers who got out of their trucks just to hear the bulge.

	"Mountain!" one shouted, in the voice of a local tough guy.

	Liqueus bowed his head, closed his eyes as if he were invoking the Holy Spirit, and suddenly shot out:

	—My verses never fail, they bombard your mind, ideas that pile up, mountains that never end.

	The crowd erupted: “Woooo! So hard!”

	A woman selling yaniqueques raised her spatula as if she were at a concert. The delivery drivers were filming with their cell phones.

	Emboldened, Liqueus raised his cap and passed it around the crowd. The coins began to fall with the metallic sound of certain success.

	"Another word, hurry, I'm late," he said, adjusting his sunglasses, which had no lenses.

	Pikete, a part-time rapper, made his way through the crowd, looking like he was looking for a fight and wearing a T-shirt that said “100% Real G.”

	"Stop it right there, dude!" he roared, standing in front of Liqueus. "It's me! In fact... I dare you!"

	The crowd was like a cockfighting ring on Sunday. "Whooooh! Go for it, Pikete!"

	"But pass the hat again," Pikete ordered, holding out his hand. "This isn't free."

	The coins, the crumpled pesos, even an unchecked lottery ticket returned.

	Pikete caught him cold: "Look at that hair, it looks like a mountain of lice living in it, affecting your mind... Seriously, you take a bath!"

	The audience screamed as if they had seen Michael Jackson reincarnated in Villa Mella.

	"Oh, my mother, she killed him!" one of them shrieked.

	Instead of taking offense, Liqueo raised his arms and laughed out loud. He approached Pikete, shook his hand, hugged him like a neighborhood brother, and declared:

	—This is rap, not war, dude. All we have to do here is laugh.

	The crowd applauded. A delivery driver even honked his horn in approval.

	And as the crowd dispersed, discussing the battle as if they were attending a Grammy, Emilio—who had been watching everything from his truck—muttered to himself, calculator in hand:

	—If I had that tongue, I'd even sell air in a sheath.

	People were still laughing at the rap between Liqueo and Pikete when Emilio, who had witnessed everything with the calculator still in his hand, decided he couldn't leave the day empty-handed.

	He looked around and found the same student who had told him, "I'm leaving," minutes earlier with the indifference of someone shaking off a mosquito. She was flipping through her cell phone in the shadows of the entrance hall.

	Emilio straightened his wrinkled shirt, ran a hand through his stiff hair, and walked toward her with the solemn air of a salesman returning for revenge.

	—Miss, give me one more chance. I'm running a special offer today: eighty pesos and you get not one, but two free mints.

	The young woman looked at him incredulously.

	—Two mints?

	"Two mints, honey," Emilio said, taking a couple of crumpled candies out of his pocket that looked like they'd been riding the public bus all week. "To freshen your mouth while you do your chores."

	The student couldn't contain her laughter. With a quick gesture, she snatched the calculator from him, thrust a bill into his hand, and walked away, still smiling.

	Emilio stood still, as if he had just completed the deal of the century. He kissed the bill and put it in his pocket with exaggerated devotion.

	"Miracle! A sale before ten in the morning!" he shouted toward his truck, as if someone there could hear him.

	At that moment, a fat customer trying on a T-shirt in front of the car's rearview mirror waved at him.

	—And this one? Is it fashionable?

	Emilio ran towards him, with the speed of someone chasing the next conquest.

	—Dude, that polo shirt is the latest fat. Only twenty were made worldwide. If you don't take it now, tomorrow a dembow artist will be wearing it in a video.

	The customer looked serious, stretched the fabric over his belly and smiled with satisfaction.

	Emilio, now in his element, thought the day was looking different: one sale could be a fluke, but two in a row... that was destiny.

	And so, under the sun that continued to scorch everyone, with his calculator lost but with eighty pesos more in his pocket and his tongue as sharp as a grocery store knife, Emilio began to believe that perhaps life, at least that morning, was on his side.

	 

	The applause surged upward. The curious crowd, which initially numbered around five, now resembled an impromptu fair: women carrying bags of rice, delivery drivers with their engines off, two police officers who forgot to patrol, and even a child selling lemons shouting "Another one, another one!"

	Liqueo and Pikete, sweaty and smiling, shook hands in a sign of truce. The crowd celebrated as if they were world champions.

	"Eight hundred pesos isn't too bad for a couple of rhymes," Pikete said, putting the coins in his pocket.

	"My friend, with that we'll all eat hot," Liqueo replied, hugging him.

	"And if there's any leftovers, some chicharron with yuca, huh?" Pikete added, licking his lips.

	Laughing, the two made their way through the crowd, proud of having put on a show with no investment other than their tongues. It was then that Emilio appeared, floating among them as if he had been part of the star duo.

	"Four thousand two hundred," he announced abruptly, showing the crumpled bills he had in his pocket.

	The two rappers looked at him as if they were hearing blasphemy.

	"And where did you get that honey?" asked Lychaeus, incredulous.

	Emilio raised his chin with a businessman's air.

	—From my business, Dad. A calculator, a T-shirt, and two free mints. All of that before ten in the morning.

	Pikete burst out laughing.

	"Abuser!" she said, slapping him on the back. "You're the one who makes things up."

	Liqueo shook his head, amused.

	—Damn, what's your trick? Because I rap even with my tongue tied and the most I get is money.

	Emilio shrugged.

	—The key is to talk more about the product's value. Get people excited first, then pay later.

	The three looked at each other in silence, and suddenly, they laughed in unison.

	"Let's go get some breakfast before the day is over," Pikete said, pointing toward a nearby grocery store.

	As they walked away amid jokes and backhanded shouts, Emilio, his chest puffed out, thought he was no longer the lonely boy with his pickup truck. Now he had allies, or at least fellow sufferers. And on the street, that was worth almost as much as a sure sale.

	From the corner of the supermarket appeared two figures that immediately broke the monotony of the sidewalk. One walked upright, athletic, with the confidence of someone who knows everyone is watching her: Yessi, shiny braids, tight sportswear and backpack slung over her shoulder as if it were part of her uniform. The other, her inseparable shadow, advanced chewing gum with the force of a turbine: Laura, clothes too tight for her generous body, elastic stretched to the limit and a swaying of her hips that seemed to protest against the tyranny of sizes.

	The contrast didn't go unnoticed. Where Yessi radiated the coolness of a bottled water commercial, Laura exuded grocery store rebellion: a defiant stare, bubblegums that popped boldly, and the certainty that no one could silence her.

	Street vendors followed them with their eyes, delivery drivers whistled from their engines, and even Liqueo himself interrupted a rhyme to look at them.

	But Emilio was the most attentive. As soon as he saw them approaching, he forgot about Pikete and Liqueo and ran to his truck. He rummaged through jars and bottles until he pulled out a large jar with the silhouette of a smiling model on the label.

	"My crazy woman, my crazy woman!" he shouted, approaching Laura with the jar in his hand. "Tell me if you're going to buy me the slimming potion. Look, you're wasting time."

	Laura raised an eyebrow, blew up a bubble gum bomb, and let it explode with a loud bang. Before she could respond, Yessi snatched the jar from Emilio's hands.

	"Manito, you never rest!" she said, shaking the bottle as if it weighed gold. "You work and work, and you don't see any progress."

	 

	Emilio, his pride wounded, quickly took the jar from her and stared at her. He lowered his head for a second, as if his own words had reached him, and then ran off toward the customer with the T-shirt, ready to take refuge in another sale.

	"Laura, let me know if you want it," he shouted from behind her.

	"Okay," she replied playfully, continuing to chew.

	Yessi rolled her eyes and pulled her friend toward the entrance of the supermarket.

	Meanwhile, Emilio, with the pot under his arm and his smile back on, thought he might have lost another sale, but he had won the attention of those two girls. And in Emilio's world, that was also unfinished business.

	The supermarket's air conditioning descended upon them like a divine blessing. Yessi raised her arms theatrically.

	—Hallelujah! Now that's a miracle: free cold.

	Laura didn't respond; she went straight to the aisle with the biscuits and filled cookies.

	"Again, Laura?" Yessi protested, catching up with her with a firm step. "If your dad sees you with that cart full of candy, he'll have a fit."

	Laura sighed and put a pack of donuts in the basket.

	—My dad gets into trouble anyway, Yessi. If I breathe, he gets into trouble. If I cough, he gets into trouble. If I say I like a guy… you know, he pulls out my whole file.

	—That's because he loves you, my girl.

	Laura blew up a piece of gum and popped it with a pop that made a kid in the juice aisle turn around.

	—Does he love you? That's not affection, that's prison. Do you know what it's like to never have had a boyfriend? At twenty-three, Yessi, twenty-three.

	Yessi laughed, pushing the basket.

	—There's a solution: marriage. The day you get married, your dad won't be able to say a word.

	Laura's eyes widened.

	—Marry me? Who? Men here see me and the first thing they do is offer me a diet or a gym.

	They walked past the fruit aisle. Yessi grabbed a red apple and placed it on top of the donuts.

	—Look, let's start with something simple: balance. An apple, a pack of donuts. Health and sin in balance.

	Laura burst out laughing, echoing in the hallway.

	—Balance would be if my dad stopped watching me like a border guard.

	Yessi stopped, looked at her seriously for a moment.

	—Well then, let's get you a boyfriend, Laura. One worth having. That way your dad won't have any choice but to spill the beans.

	Laura remained silent, staring at the donuts as if the answer lay within them. Finally, she sighed, resigned.

	—If you find someone who can put up with me, Yessi, I'll get married tomorrow.

	Yessi smiled mischievously.

	—No sooner said than done, my dear. Get ready, love isn't far away.

	And they continued moving forward, with the basket overflowing with sweets and fruits in an unusual alliance, while behind them a supermarket guard murmured to another:

	—Look, those two are always making a fuss… they sound like a TV show.

	The other nodded, chewing gum.

	—And a good one.

	 

	Emilio arrives in his noisy old pickup truck, loaded with poorly organized boxes, but with a winning smile. While Pikete and Liqueo are still sweating from the rhyme duel, he gets out of the vehicle with a theatrical gesture, as if he were putting on a show.

	"Attention, neighborhood!" he shouts, lifting a box of cheap calculators as if they were gold bars. "I made the sale of the century today. People are fighting me over my merchandise!"

	Pikete looks at him with a half-smile. “Sale of the century? Emilio, what you did was steal a hundred pesos from a distracted old lady.”

	Liqueo crosses his arms, still pumped with the adrenaline of improvisation. "You don't even have a cash register. What you do is 'sell on faith.'"

	Emilio gets theatrically offended, raising his voice: "Respect, please! Here where you see me, I move more than Don Braulio's grocery store in a fortnight."

	As a test, he takes out a wad of crumpled bills and fans them in the air. The wind blows them away, and the bills end up stuck to the mud on the street. The two friends double over with laughter, and Pikete improvises:

	—Look at him, look at him, the great businessman, with flying money and a delirious style.

	Liqueo follows him, marking the rhythm with clapping:

	—He thinks he's a businessman, he thinks he's a magnate, but his baby smells like avocado.

	The people around him applaud the rhyme, and Emilio, red-faced but proud, picks up the muddy bills. Instead of giving up, he wipes his hands on his shirt and lifts his chin.

	—Laugh, laugh now… because one day, when I have my own supermarket, you're going to be the ones pushing the carts.

	The neighborhood erupts in laughter, not so much at what he said, but at the seriousness with which he said it. Pikete and Liqueo hug him, laughing, and the trio stand in the middle of the street, now a magnet for curious glances.

	 

	Evening falls over the neighborhood with that orange glow that tinges the zinc roofs and dusty palm trees. The heat is still oppressive, but the bustle subsides: women sweep the sidewalks, boys chase a half-deflated ball, and a neighboring grocery store blasts bachata from tired speakers.

	In the middle of this scene, Emilio, Pikete, and Liqueo sit on the sidewalk in front of the dilapidated pickup truck, as if it were their makeshift office. The open case of calculators resembles a business counter, and beside it, Emilio's damp bills are still drying under a rock.

	"Listen," Emilio begins, with that ridiculous solemnity that always accompanies him, "I'm going to confess something. I wasn't born to be selling trinkets in the sun. I see myself, guys, running a supermarket with air conditioning... and even an electric cart for lazy customers."

	Pikete bursts out laughing, almost lying on the floor. "And you think you're going to get there with Chinese calculators? It's not like they're magic!"

	Liqueo, who usually rhymes even when he's not improvising, crosses his arms thoughtfully. "I don't want a supermarket. I want a stage, lights, a microphone. When I rhyme, people will shout my name and won't let me get off."

	The boy gets fired up, and for a moment he seems to see an invisible crowd in front of him. He gestures as if holding a microphone, shouts "Check, check!" and the echo of his voice collides with the barking of a neighboring dog.

	Emilio laughs, but answers seriously: "That's possible, Liqueo. You have talent. The problem is that people here dream and dream... and in the end they're left washing other people's dishes."

	A few seconds of silence strike them. Suddenly, even the music in the grocery store seems to turn off on its own. Pikete breaks the pause with an unexpectedly sincere tone: "I don't know about you... but what I want is my own car. Not one of those you have to push to start, or borrowed, or with slick tires. My own car, with air conditioning. Even if it's a '99 Honda Civic, but mine."

	The three remain silent, staring at each other, as if they've suddenly been exposed for their own amusement. That moment of vulnerability feels awkward between them. To disguise it, Emilio resorts to exaggeration:

	—Well, I'm going to have a whole plaza! “Plaza Emilio Internacional.” It's going to have a movie theater, a pharmacy, a clothing store… and an Italian restaurant that sells spaghetti with avocado!

	Pikete throws a peanut he stole from a street vendor. "Stop your nonsense, not even the craziest Italian could come up with that nonsense."

	Liqueo resumes the game, rhyming between laughs:

	—One man dreams of being a magnate, the other dreams of his shop window, but I only want rhyme and applause, not to be a taxi driver or wash a car.

	The three of them end up laughing, sprawled on the sidewalk like kids who refuse to accept

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	