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introduction. 

One night, about a week before December 2010, I had a crazy idea of telling a 24-part story 

on my blog, The Coupon Project. The more I thought about it, the sillier the whole idea had 

seemed, and I nearly dismissed it altogether. Later that evening I had mentioned it to my 

husband (Terry), who instantly thought it was a fantastic idea. 

Terry and I began spending hours brainstorming the characters and the various scenarios they 

would find themselves in. To keep with the theme of my blog, I also wanted to work in a clever, 

engaging way of explaining how coupons really work as well as illuminating some of the 

common pitfalls. 

While the story was largely outlined in my mind, most of it was written a chapter at a time, the 

night before it was to be published. The pressure helped keep the momentum going. I can 

assure you that many, many hours went into this story and it has been the most ambitious 

writing project I've ever tackled. (And here I should point out my degree was in Creative Writing 

and I've worked as a freelance writer for over five years now!) 

As the story unfolded, I was surprised by the overwhelmingly positive response from my 

readers. Months later, I had people asking me for a download of all the chapters - one place 

where they could read the story start to finish. You can imagine my surprise when the story 

filled nearly 100 pages and 20,000 words! It was indeed a sizeable project to have tackled while 

also running my busy coupon site! For the purposes of this download, I have reviewed the story 

from start to finish, and made a few minor edits where appropriate. 

Whether this is a second reading or a first time, I hope these characters will amuse and enchant 

you. And most of all, I wish you a very Merry Christmas! 

- Angela J. Russell 

PS. as a final disclosure, I should point out that affiliate offers and links were woven throughout the story. I have 

left these links in, though the offers may no longer apply. 

 

 

 

© Angela Russell for The Coupon Project, 2011  

http://thecouponproject.com/
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chapter 1. all he wants for christmas is a good 

shave. 

Charles hadn‟t had a decent shave since before the Recession. 

He ran his hands over his bumpy, nicked face, frustrated. Since his pay had been cut, so had the 

little niceties out of his budget. And so had his face. He had stopped buying his favorite razor, 

the Manzer 3000, and tried to make do with its generic counterpart. It wasn‟t working. 

It was less than 10 minutes before he had to leave for the office party, so there was nothing to 

be done to rectify the situation. To make matters worse, there was the little issue about this 

year‟s theme. The Ugly Christmas Sweater. It was beyond Charles why his coworkers agreed this 

would be a good idea. 

 

But Charles was a good sport. Or, at least he tried to be. So he had asked his older sister, Nan, 

if he could borrow a sweater from her “collection.” He was not about to buy something he‟d 

wear one time and then burn. 

Charles sighed as he admired the combination of freshly nicked skin and the bright red reindeer 

sweatshirt complete with lacy white collar. 

True, he might actually win the Ugly Sweater Contest, but it was not the way he‟d hoped to 

impress Callie at the party tonight. 

Ah, Callie. 

 

She‟d look good no matter how ugly the sweater was she was wearing. He imagined her perfect 

blond curls falling halfway down her back. Her long eyelashes. The way she smiled when she 

laughed… 
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Charles briefly debated about going at all. But he didn‟t want to miss an opportunity to see 

Callie outside of work. So he‟d go, nicks, ugly sweater and all. 

He grabbed his coat and made sure to avoid all mirrors on the way out the door. 

Chapter 2. The Ugly Christmas Sweater Party. 

The party was in full swing by the time Charles arrived. 

Due to a cut in operating expenses, this year‟s company party was held in the first floor 

conference room, instead of Bob’s Bar & Grill as it had in previous years. Several of his 

coworkers had decorated the doorway with silver and blue tinsel and sprayed the office 

windows with fake snow. A Charlie Brown Christmas played from a CD player in the back of the 

room. 

 

“Nice sweater!” said Gary. Gary worked in accounting, two cubicles down from Charles. 

“You too!” Charles laughed, admiring the LED lights on Gary‟s Santa sweater. “How long have 

you been here?” 

“Long enough!” Gary chuckled. “Punch?” 

“Sure.” Charles helped himself to some overly sweet concoction of soda, ice cream, and juice. 

Suddenly, a group of his coworkers erupted into laughter.  Judith from Human Resources wiped 

away tears, doubled over in laughter. Wayne from IT was clearly trying to regain composure. 

Even Harry, the CEO, was enjoying a good laugh. In the center of the group stood Brent, who‟d 

clearly just won over the crowd. 
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“And every word of it is true!” Brent announced. 

Brent was tall and well-built from hours spent at the gym. His wavy brown hair always seemed 

to remain in place, no matter how windy or rainy it‟d been outdoors. He sort of reminded one 

of a Ken doll. Perfect and plastic in every way. A couple months ago, he‟d been promoted to 

the department Manager. A position Charles had also been a candidate for. 

“Brent, you are too much,” another voice chimed in. It was her voice. It was Callie. 

 

There she was, just as he had imagined. She could have been a model for Vogue magazine in 

that chartreuse sweater with the dancing snowmen. Her nails had been perfectly done in gold 

and green to match. Her blonde hair was worn down, in curls, with a tiny bow pinned up just 

above her right temple. She smelled of delicate candy canes. She was a Christmas vision. 

“What did I miss?” Charles asked from the buffet, eagerly hoping to enter the conversation. 

The room fell silent. 

“Oh, you would‟ve had to have been there,” Brent said. Brent was definitely not wearing an 

ugly sweater. 

Callie sensed the awkwardness and moved in. “So everyone, there‟s something I‟d like to share 

with you.” 

She glided gracefully to the edge of the buffet, right next to Charles. It was covered with 

cookies, chips, soda, snacks, and candy of all different kinds. A Christmas Smorgasbord. 

“Guess what? I paid just $15 for everything on the buffet tonight!” 

Charles‟ heart skipped a beat. Such a beautiful creature – and she was resourceful, too? 
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“Get out!” Judith exclaimed. “How did you do that?” 

“Coupons! I used coupons!” 

Brent shook his head, laughing. “C‟mon, Callie. You‟re too pretty…too young to be wasting 

your time with all that!” 

“Brent, really it‟s not that hard! Lots of people are using coupons these days!” 

Charles was intrigued. Had Callie really spent just $15 for all that food? 

 

“Well, I‟d like to hear more,” he found himself saying. 

“I‟m sure you would, you in that dowdy grandma sweater!” Brent burst out. 

Charles found his face reddening as his coworkers chuckled. “Well, at least I played by the rules 

and wore an ugly sweater, Brent.” 

“Charles does have a point,” Gary said. 

Brent shot Gary a look, and then took a few steps towards Charles. While Brent wasn‟t 

wearing an ugly Christmas sweater, he was wearing an awful, crooked smile. He squinted his 

eyes hard at Charles and crossed his arms in front of him. Charles felt like he was in one of 

those bad stress dreams. Only he wasn‟t waking up fast enough. 

He felt Brent‟s eyes on his face. “You know, you should really try one of those Manzer 

3000 razors. It would help with the shaving nicks, Chucky!” 
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There was more laughter. As Charles glanced at Callie, he could see this time she was trying to 

cover her laughter with her hands.     

Chapter 3. “All the Little Soaps are Free.” 

Charles threw the reindeer sweater towards the clothes hamper. It missed. 

“Can‟t a guy catch a break!” he shouted. This had undoubtedly been one of the worst days on 

record. 

Charles slumped into his couch, remote in hand. He was still fuming at Brent for embarrassing 

him in front of Callie at the Ugly Sweater Party. And he couldn‟t get the contemptuous way 

Brent had called him “Chucky!” out of his mind. Not even Charles‟ mom would dare call him 

by the Dreaded Nickname. 

 

He flipped through a few channels and paused when Nightline came on. 

 

“All the little soaps are free,” a woman was saying. Charles set down the remote. 

 

The reporter narrated how extreme couponing was a method of shopping like none other – it 

was out of this world. A brunette named Jill was explaining how the toothpaste was free, the 

baby wipes were free. Her shelves were full. Charles was listening. 

 

“So, this is what Callie‟s doing,” he said aloud, remembering how Callie had paid $15 for 

everything on the buffet table that night. He sat, entranced as Jill and this man who ran a site 

called We Use Coupons wandered up and down the grocery aisles and came out paying a 

pittance for carts full of food. 

 

http://blogs.abcnews.com/nightlinedailyline/2010/03/are-you-a-coupon-clipper-meet-the-masters.html
http://www.supercouponing.com/
http://weusecoupons.com/
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By the end of the segment, Charles was completely inspired. “That‟s it!” 

He hopped over to his computer. “I‟m going to learn how to do this!” 

He imagined how it would be… He would casually mention to Callie how he used coupons at 

the store the other day. She would share her shopping stories with him, too. Maybe they could 

even swap coupons! But not on the first date of course, Charles wisely reasoned. 

“OK, get it together now. I‟ve gotta make sense of this.” Charles stretched his hands across the 

keyboard, popping his knuckles the way he always did before writing his college term papers. 

Charles began Googling. His head began to swim. Store coupons. Manufacturers‟ coupons. 

Coupons you can print. Load to your loyalty card. Print at checkout. And the terms – 

the terms! Catalina, double coupon, YMMV, rolling, BOGO, blinkie…. He quickly filled four 

notebook pages (front and back) with scribbles. His head began to hurt. 

 

He grabbed two aspirin, some water, and sat back down at his desk. He re-read his notes. Now 

his head was pounding. 

“Callie…how are you doing this?” The easiest thing to do would be to ask her directly. But he 

wanted to impress her. 

 

He turned off the monitor and yawned. He gazed out at the twinkling lights of the city from his 

suburban apartment. “I wish…I wish there was someone who could help me make sense of all 

this!” 

Charles picked up the ugly sweatshirt from the floor and placed it into the hamper. He set his 

alarm for 6:00 and flopped onto his bed. 



11 | P a g e  
 

Chapter 4. The Breakroom 

The breakroom was empty, so Charles could nuke his frozen macaroni and cheese in peace. He 

liked to eat his lunch at 10:30 for this very reason. 

For the past 3 months, Charles had brought one of three frozen meals for lunch every day: 

cheap macaroni and cheese, cheap chicken pot pie, and cheap beef enchiladas with rice and 

beans. It wasn‟t tasty, but it was cheap. 

He was still tired from the night before, so he slumped in one of breakroom‟s yellow plastic 

chairs while the microwave‟s timer made its descent to zero. 

On the table in front of him was last Sunday‟s paper. With nothing better to do, Charles picked 

it up, thumbing through the sections. As he did so, a brightly colored insert fell from the pages. 

SmartSource. 

 

Where had Charles heard that name before? “SmartSource, SmartSource,” he muttered to 

himself, scratching his head. He flipped open the first page and found a coupon for a dollar off a 

bag of pistachios. 

“SmartSource!” it came back now. SmartSource was one of the coupon inserts that might find 

in the Sunday paper. He had read about it on a blog while Googling the night before. 

 

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 

The microwave interrupted his train of thoughts. He got up to grab his food. 

“What‟s this? An early lunch?” Gary asked as he walked through the door. 

http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-three-getting-to-know-your-sunday-paper.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-three-getting-to-know-your-sunday-paper.html
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“Yeah, I like to beat the crowd you know.” 

Charles glanced back at the table. Shoot! He‟d left the coupons sprawled out on the table, for 

anyone to see. 

Gary sat down at the table, took a sip of his coffee, and began rearranging the Sunday paper.  

“I‟ve been bringing my paper to work lately, for coffee break. I never get around to it 

otherwise!” 

Charles‟ heart began to pound. The coupons – what would become of the coupons? 

 

“Something the matter?” 

“Uh, no,” he took a bite of the mac and cheese. It burned in his mouth. He‟d forgotten to wait 

the obligatory minute to let it cool. 

Charles decided to work up the nerve. “Uh, Gary…are you going to use those coupons?” 

Gary laughed. “Kidding?” 

“Um, well, it‟s just that…” 

“Look, they‟re yours. No questions asked,” said Gary, handing him the SmartSource. 

“Thanks.” 

Gary smiled. “Listen, I can give you them each week, too, if you‟d like.” Charles worked hard to 

contain his happiness. 
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“Thanks, Gary.” 

“No problem,” he said, flipping through the Sports section. “By the way, this wouldn‟t have 

anything to do with a particular pretty coworker of ours now, would it?” 

Charles was smiling too hard to deny it. Gary chuckled and went back to reading the Sports 

section. 

Charles finished his microwave lunch, too excited to care if Gary was onto his secret. He had 

coupons. And as soon as it was time to clock out, he intended to use them. 

Chapter 5: Emo Tim 

At half past five Charles pulled into the parking lot of Albertman‟s Grocery Store. 

He smiled, noting the parking lot was more than half empty. Charles had never been fond of 

crowds. “Here goes nothing,” he said, grabbing the coupon inserts. 

As Charles went to lock up the car, a gust of wind snatched the coupons out of his hand. They 

quickly dispersed across the parking lot. Charles began to panic. He quickly grabbed at a few 

pages that had managed to land under the car. 

Just then, he heard a skateboard approach. 

“Hey…these yours?” 

Charles looked up to find a lanky teen holding the coupons. The boy‟s hair was black, with a 

single blond streak that fell across his face in a swoop. His eyes were thickly lined, and he wore 

a lip ring. His long legs seemed even longer in the black skinny jeans he wore. 
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“They are – thank you,” Charles said, taking them. “How did you gather them up all so 

quickly?” 

“Dunno,” the teen shrugged, lifting his skateboard. 

“Uh, yeah…thanks,” Charles said turning towards the store. 

“The pistachios aren‟t on sale, by the way.” 

Charles stopped. “Excuse me?” he said turning around. 

“Wait for a sale,” the teen said, skating up to him. “To use that coupon.” 

“What do you know about coupons?” Charles asked. 

The teen said nothing, but smiled slyly. “Tim. My name‟s Tim. But my friends call me Emo Tim.” 

He bowed slightly, hands pressed together. 

Charles smiled. “Well, Emo Tim. Thanks for your tips.” He turned once again towards the 

store. 

“Wait up.” Tim maneuvered his skateboard in front of Charles. “Man, you‟re gonna go in there 

and screw it up.” 

Charles was puzzled. 

“Lemme go with you.” 

“Excuse me?” Charles asked. 
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“You heard.” 

Charles paused. He‟d never shopped with anyone before. And certainly not with anyone like 

Emo Tim. What if Emo Tim was a no good punk kid? The kind that would end up making off 

with his wallet and car keys and then charge up several hundred dollars on his credit card? 

“Trust me. I know what I‟m doing.” Tim‟s eyes were melancholy, and dark. Yet there was a 

kindness beneath the guyliner. 

Charles was reluctant, but persuaded nonetheless. After all, what did he have to lose? 

“OK…but I have to admit, this is a little odd.” 

“Sweet,” Emo Tim replied. Charles could‟ve sworn he saw a single tear streak down the youth‟s 

cheek and fall silently to the cold pavement below. 

“Well, Emo Tim?” Charles said, ready for the adventures that lie ahead. “Lead on.” 

With coupons in hand and Emo Tim at his side, Charles entered Albertman‟s and the glow of 

fluorescent light flooded his heart with hope. 

Chapter 6: Callie 

That Monday morning six months ago had started like any other. Charles had gotten up at 6:15, 

taken his shower, eaten his ritualistic cup of instant oats, and headed out the door by 7:30 for 

work. 

What he couldn‟t anticipate, however, is that on this day something special would happen. 
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No sooner had Charles flipped on his PC than he was interrupted. And it was a pleasant 

interruption, like when the bell rings and you rush outside to find an unexpected package sitting 

at your doorstep. And you open it and find it is a present. And it is a very good present. It was 

a moment much like that for Charles. 

“Excuse me?” 

Charles turned to see the most beautiful woman standing at the door of his cubicle. She was 

tall, slender, and had long, blond hair that fell in curls down her back. She was wearing a gray 

business suit with a pink silk blouse underneath. She looked like she belonged on a TV show 

and not in dreary office building she presently stood. 

“Uh…yes,” he quickly remembered to speak. “Yes?” 

The woman smiled, extending her hand. “Hi, I‟m Callie. I‟m the new marketing specialist.” 

“Well, welcome!” Charles said, perhaps a little too enthusiastically. “I‟m Charles. And welcome 

to my cubicle.” 

She laughed. 

Charles laughed, pleased he‟d made her laugh. 

“Listen, I don‟t mean to impose…” 

“What do you need?” Charles hoped to be of service. 

“So, I got the initial results back from the mystery shop. I‟m supposed to prepare an executive 

summary for the Board of Directors, but I can‟t get my head around some of the brand 



17 | P a g e  
 

measurements….” She bit her lower lip. “I‟m sure it‟ll all make sense, once I‟m up and 

going…but I could really use some help!” 

Charles nodded. 

“My manager said I should come talk to you? Do you do the sales training around here?” 

“Yup, that‟d be me! Do you have the report?” Charles had never been more pleased to be a 

sales associate trainer. 

“Right here!” said Callie, tapping the manila folder in her hand. Charles admired her beautifully 

manicured fingernails and soft, glowing hands. He let out an audible sigh when he noticed her 

left hand was ring-less. 

“Is something the matter?” Callie asked. 

“No, no…” Charles stammered, quickly racking his brain to think of something. “It‟s just 

that…it‟s just that I think I should get a cup of coffee, before we dive in. This could take some 

real thinking you know?” 

Callie smiled, and her perfectly done-up blue eyes sparkled like the ocean at sunrise. “How 

„bout I join you? I‟ve not seen the breakroom yet and goodness knows I need to wake up a bit!” 

“Of course! Coffee…and then, the mystery shop report!” Charles could scarcely believe his 

good luck. Was this not the same Charles that had woken up not even 2 hours prior to the 

same routine he had every morning? 

As Charles showed Callie down the long corridor to the office breakroom, he imagined how it 

might feel to no longer call himself a bachelor. To have finally found the person you were meant 
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to be with. To feel your life was finally beginning. He was so caught up in the moment – caught 

up with Callie – that he failed to notice Brent peering at her as they passed by his workstation. 

That Monday would go on record as being a Very Good Day for Charles. And every day since, 

he silently hoped to be interrupted once again. 

Chapter 7: The Journey Begins 

Like a gazelle in skinny jeans, Emo Tim darted to the Customer Service desk and returned with 

an ad in hand. 

“What‟s that?” asked Charles. 

“This is your map.” Tim‟s eyes scanned each page, then he quickly set it down. He grabbed a 

cart, and set his skateboard gently underneath. 

“Follow me,” Tim whispered, wheeling the cart quickly in the direction of the produce 

department. 

Charles could hardly keep up as Tim moved through bananas, bagels, and bologna. His ability to 

navigate the store aisles was mind boggling, surreal. 

Emo Tim suddenly stopped in front of a row of canned tomatoes. 

“Go ahead. Pick,” he told Charles, gesturing towards the shelf with his black painted fingernails. 

“What now?” 

“Pick one.” Tim snapped his head sharply to the right, flicking his hair swoop out of his eyes. 
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“OK, I see. A test,” muttered Charles. “Weird.” He was beginning to wonder what he‟d signed 

up for and if there‟d be any easy way of getting out of it at this point. He also was beginning to 

wonder if Emo Tim was dangerous. Or if Emo Tim was expecting a Hefty Tip at the end of this 

little charade. 

Emo Tim stood motionless, waiting. 

Charles sighed and looked at the tomatoes. There were several varieties. Yet they more or less 

looked alike to him. Then, he scanned the prices. 

Store Brand: $1 a can. 

Name Brand: $1.50 a can. 

 

“I‟ll take store brand for $1?” asked Charles, Jeopardy style. 

Emo Tim bit at his lip ring, shaking his head. “Nope.” 

“Name Brand? But how does that make sense – it‟s $0.50 more?” 

Without a word, Tim reached for Charles‟ coupons. “Have you forgotten already?” He flipped 

through the pages of the SmartSource coupon insert and pulled one out. “Read it.” 

Charles took the coupon and read aloud, “Save $0.50 off any Name Brand tomatoes.” 

Charles scratched his head. “OK, wait…so if I use this $0.50 off coupon, I could get the Name 

Brand tomatoes for the same price as the store brand. That‟s cool, I suppose.” 

“Read it again.” 
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“Excuse me?” 

“Read it.” 

Charles was fast losing patience. He wanted to learn how to use coupons, yes, but this was not 

what he had in mind. “Look, you‟re the one that‟s supposed to be helping me. I didn‟t ask you 

to take me on this freak trip to the store…” 

“Read it.” 

Completely frustrated, Charles looked at the coupon and blurted, “It says save $0.50 off any 

Name Brand tomatoes.”   

Tim pointed to the top shelf. Way up there, almost out of sight, was a row of small Name 

Brand canned tomatoes. They were on sale for $0.75 each. 

“Wait a second…” said Charles, beginning to see what Tim was getting at. “It says ANY! Save 

$0.50 off ANY Name Brand tomatoes!” 

Tim nodded his head, smiling. 

“That would mean – $0.25! I‟d get these for $0.25!” Charles was beside himself. “But why 

didn‟t you just say so?” 

“It‟s better when you see these things for yourself,” Tim replied. Charles was beginning to think 

there was no reasoning with Emo Tim. 

“But how did you know?” Charles asked. “How did you know they‟d be $0.75?” 
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“Never travel without your map!” Tim said, clasping the ad in his hand. “Now come, there is 

more to see.” 

Charles learned many things that evening. How to stack store coupons and manufacturer 

coupons. What double coupons were. What a loss leader was and how store sales cycles 

worked. 

 

When he glanced at his watch the next time, it was 7:30. Had he really been at Albertman’s for 

two hours? 

 

And then Tim looked at him gently and said, “It‟s time to check out.” 

Charles‟ heart began racing wildly. Check out? What if the cashier didn’t take his coupons? What if 

the people behind him started making comments? 

 

“Emo Tim, I can‟t do this alone. Please come with me.” 

 

Tim shook his head. “Grow a spine already, man.” He pointed to Checkout Lane Number 9. 

Charles resigned himself to checking out alone, with a handful of coupons. He took a breath as 

he steered his cart towards checkout, trying his best to be brave. 

Chapter 8: Checking Out 

The cashier was efficient; Charles could see that right away. 

She was quickly ringing up the items belonging to the customer in front of him, a woman with 

two small children. Ring, ring, ring… it was like she‟d been doing it her whole life. 

http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-four.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-four-part-b-finding-manufacturers-coupons.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-four-part-b-finding-manufacturers-coupons.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/what-are-albertsons-double-coupons-and-how-do-they-work.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2009/12/a-year-of-couponing-what-went-on-sale-and-when.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2009/12/a-year-of-couponing-what-went-on-sale-and-when.html
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“That will be $217.58, Ma‟am,” the cashier said. 

“Oh my goodness, my husband is going to kill me!” said the customer. 

“Um…” the cashier scratched her head. “Should I put something back?” 

“I don‟t know; I don‟t know…” the woman was saying. At that moment, one of her kids hit the 

other with a toy.  She turned her attention to them. “Stop that, both of you, right now!” The 

littlest one let out a shriek. 

“Ma‟am?” the cashier asked. 

The woman sighed loudly, swiping her credit card. “We‟ll take it. But you really need to lower 

your prices! This is a scam operation!” 

The cashier said nothing, but finished up the transaction at the register quickly. “Here‟s your 

receipt; have a nice day.” 

“Hmph!” snorted the woman, grabbing the receipt and shoving it into her purse. 

Charles could sense the cashier‟s relief and frustration as the angry shopper left Albertman‟s. 

“Sorry about that,” he offered. 

“Oh, it‟s not your fault,” she said. “Seems to happen a lot these days.” She tucked her shoulder-

length brown hair behind her ears. 

“Still, not OK in my book,” said Charles. 
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The cashier started scanning Charles‟ items. While he was nervous about whether or not his 

first transaction with coupons would go as well as he‟d hoped, he found himself at ease in the 

company of this quiet cashier. 

“Wow, that lady should learn to shop like you,” the cashier said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Look at you – you‟re buying all our sale items today,” she looked up at him, and smiled. “Are 

you on our mailing list?” 

“Uh, no, actually,” Charles said. He glanced over at Customer Service. Emo Tim was slouched 

up against the counter, skateboard in hand, listening to his iPod. He tilted his head up at 

Charles, a vote of confidence. 

“I‟d love to get on a mailing list,” Charles found himself saying. 

The cashier handed him a card to fill out. “We periodically send out coupons and promotions,” 

she explained. “But we‟ll never use your information for any other purpose.” 

It was at that moment Charles realized he‟d not handed her the coupons yet. His heart began 

to pound. He hoped for the best. 

“By the way, I have coupons.” 

The cashier‟s face lit up. “Oh I love a couponer!” Her face instantly reddened. “Oh, I mean…I 

love it when a customer uses coupons…” 

“Really?” Charles could hardly believe his good fortune. “Oh, then – great! Here they are!” 
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Emo Tim had stressed the importance of making sure the coupons were in order, ready for the 

cashier before checking out. “Good coupon manners,” he‟d told Charles. 

 

“Nice work,” said the cashier after the last coupon had been scanned. “Your total is just $28.71 

today.” 

“You‟re kidding, right?” 

She shook her head, smiling. 

The receipt printed out, showing that Charles had just saved $56.21. “I can‟t believe this!” 

“I told you that you needed to teach that lady a thing or two!” said the cashier, reaching over 

for the card Charles had finished filling out. 

“Good job….Charles,” she said, reading his name from the card. 

“Hey – I thought you said that my information would only be used for the mailing list!” 

The cashier was obviously embarrassed, so Charles put her out of her misery quickly. “It‟s quite 

alright. Thanks for your help tonight….Beth,” he said, quickly reading her name badge. 

“Sure thing,” Beth said, “Come again soon.”   

Charles folded up the receipt and tucked it carefully into his billfold. He‟d just saved more than 

he spent! He felt giddy, intoxicated even. He wondered if this was how Callie felt, after she had 

a really great savings trip at the grocery store. 
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“This could become addicting,” he muttered to himself. Charles had been bitten by the Coupon 

Bug. 

 

“Tim, that was incredible!” said Charles on his way out the door. Tim picked up his skateboard, 

and they headed out of Albertman‟s. 

Emo Tim turned to Charles. “Nicely done,” he said, his breath making a puff in the chilly night 

air. 

But before Charles could respond, Tim darted off on his skateboard, into the dark. 

Chapter 9: Power Meeting 

“Pow-Pow-Power Meeting!” quietly sang Gary, rock style, as he jumped into Charles‟ cubicle, 

complete with air guitar. 

 

“Pow-Pow-Power Meetingggggg!” Charles replied in song, picking up his own air guitar. 

 

“Pipe down, you two!” June snapped from across the hall. June was Harry‟s secretary, or The 

CEO’s Gatekeeper, as she preferred to be called. Gary and Charles had tried to tone it down, 

they really had, but it was never enough for June. Mostly, they resigned themselves to her 

occasional chiding. 

 

“Oh, terribly sorry!” Gary said, popping his head up over the cubicle to look at June and 

feigning politeness. Charles tried to muffle his laughter in his sleeve. 

“Now…let‟s get out of here!” Gary whispered sharply. 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/bitten-by-the-coupon-bug-a-new-couponer-shares-her-thoughts.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/bitten-by-the-coupon-bug-a-new-couponer-shares-her-thoughts.html


26 | P a g e  
 

About three months ago, Gary had made an important discovery. “Ever notice what happens at 

Tuesdays at 2:00?” he‟d asked Charles one day. Charles shrugged, clueless. “Power meeting!” 

At first, Charles was skeptical, but sure enough, Gary was proven right. Every Tuesday at 

precisely 2:00, Harry and Brent would head into the boardroom for an hour. Gary had finally 

confirmed the fact by sneaking over to June‟s appointment book when she had gotten up to go 

to the Ladies‟ Room one day. 

Charles was initially stung by the observation. After all, he had been far more qualified for that 

promotion than Brent. It should be him in there, plotting the company‟s direction with Harry. 

Not Brent. 

But Gary, always an opportunist, saw things differently. 

And so for the past two months at exactly 2:05, Gary and Charles had slunk out of the office 

and conducted their own power meeting at the Starbucks across the street. It was the highlight 

of Charles‟ week and the one little splurge he‟d refused to cut from his ever-narrowing budget. 

“First item of business,” Gary said, sipping his Americano. “Callie.” 

Charles smiled. “C‟mon, Gary. There‟s nothing to tell…” 

“When are you going to ask her out?” 

The idea instantly made Charles‟ hands clam up. “I wasn‟t planning on it…exactly.” 

“Well if you don‟t, you know HE will.” 

“Who?” 
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“Scumbag, who else!” 

“Brent?” 

Gary set down his coffee and folded his arms across his chest. “Haven‟t you seen the way he 

looks at her?” 

Charles couldn‟t believe this was happening. First, he lost the job promotion to Brent. Was he 

about to lose the girl, too? 

“Snap out of it!” said Gary. “Listen, your assignment for this week‟s Power Meeting: ask Callie 

out.” 

“I can‟t do that!” 

“Pow-pow-power meeting….” Gary softly rocked out. 

 

“Fine, whatever,” Charles said, just to change the topic. 

“I expect a full report at next week‟s meeting.” 

“OK, then. Item number 2,” Charles said, moving on. “Coupons.” 

Gary spit out his coffee. “What?! What kind of agenda item is that?” 

Charles opened his billfold and unfolded the receipt. “How‟s that for a bottom line?” 

Gary adjusted his glasses to get a better look. “No kidding?….” 

Charles sat back, smugly. 



28 | P a g e  
 

“Did you do that with those coupons I gave you?” 

“Yup.” 

Gary chuckled. 

“What?” Charles asked. 

“You really like her, don‟t you?” 

Charles shrugged. Then reluctantly nodded. “I guess so…” 

Gary looked at his watch. “Do I have a motion to adjourn this meeting?” 

Charles raised his hand. 

“Motion approved! Meeting adjourned!” 

Charles chugged the last of his Eggnog Latte and chucked the cup into the trash. Then he and 

Gary darted across the street and snuck up the back stairs. Charles was at his desk at 2:25. Five 

minutes later, like clockwork, Harry and Brent walked past. 

Pow-Pow-Power Meeting, Charles sang in his head. 

Chapter 10: A Chance Meeting 

Just as Emo Tim had instructed, Charles stopped off by the Customer Service counter at 

Albertman‟s and grabbed the weekly ad. 
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At first, nothing popped out at him. It just looked like hundreds and hundreds of food items on 

a page. A mess, really. 

But there on the back page, was his favorite brand of pancake mix. And it was on sale for $1 a 

box. 

Charles rifled through the coupons in his coat pocket. Sure enough, he had a $0.25 off coupon 

for the mix. 

“Score!” he said, spinning his heels in the direction of the baking aisle. He was sure Emo Tim 

would approve of this find. 

  

When he found the right aisle, he noticed the pancake section was pretty empty. Except there 

was one box left. And it was the $1 sale box he was looking for. As he reached out to grab it, 

so did another hand. A soft, glowing hand with perfectly manicured nails. 

 

“Oh goodness!” she exclaimed. “Charles?” 

“Callie!” Charles said. His heart started pounding wildly. “Oh…excuse me…I mean, nice to see 

you here…” 

“Looks like this is the last one,” she said. 

“You take it,” Charles said decidedly. 

“Are you sure about that?” she asked. “I think your hand was on it first!” Callie had decided to 

wear her hair up that day. The style showed off her long, porcelain neck and high cheekbones. 
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She was wearing a long, cream wool coat with a green scarf loosely around her neck. As usual, 

she looked stunning. 

“I‟m positive.” 

In the awkward pause that followed the two became aware of the song piped in over the 

grocery store loudspeakers: 

I really can’t stay – Baby it’s cold outside 

I’ve got to go away – Baby it’s cold outside 

 

“Hmmm. I love that song,” said Callie. 

“Yeah…” said Charles, although he‟d always secretly been annoyed by it. “Anyhow, take the 

mix, I insist.” 

“Thanks,” she said picking it up and putting it into her cart. “It‟s such a good deal.” 

“Especially with the coupon,” Charles replied. 

“What‟s that?” Callie asked, stopped in her tracks. Her eyes had widened slightly. Charles had 

imagined this moment many times before. 

I’ll hold your hands, they’re just like ice - 

 

Charles quickly unfolded the coupon that had been warm inside his pocket. “It‟s a 25-cent off 

coupon,” he said. “For the pancake mix, you know.” 

Callie nodded, opening her hand to reveal the same coupon. Their eyes met. 
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Well maybe just a half a drink more – Put some music on while I pour - 

 

“I didn‟t know you used coupons,” said Callie. 

“Yeah, I kinda do…” 

“Wow…I just don‟t often meet men who coupon…” 

“Maybe you just haven‟t met the right man yet,” Charles offered. What was he saying?! He could 

scarcely believe the words had flown out of his mouth like that. For a second, he wished he 

could take them back and go back to being awkward, shy Charles. But the next second, the 

second he saw a grin spread across Callie‟s perfect face, he felt emboldened. 

 

“Uh Callie?” 

“Yes?” 

“I was reading on this blog the other night…” 

Callie looked puzzled. Charles scrambled to get his thoughts together. 

“Um, have you heard of Restaurant.com?” 

 

She nodded. 

“Well, they are having a sale right now. It runs through this Sunday. $2 for a $25 gift 

certificate.” 

 

“Yes, I saw that too. Just enter coupon code JOY at checkout,” she smiled. 

http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10665295
http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10665295
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I wish I knew how – Your eyes are like starlight 

To break the spell – I’ll take your hat, your hair looks swell - 

 

“Yes, they look like a great way to save on dining out…” Charles trailed. 

“And support local businesses at the same time,” Callie added. 

“Win, win,” they said together. Then they laughed. 

Charles decided to not let the opportunity pass him by. “Callie, would you like to try out that 

new Italian Bistro with me this Friday?” 

It felt as if all of Charles‟ hopes and dreams had led up to this moment. While it was a tiny slice 

of eternity, the moment felt to Charles as if it held all the possibility for his happiness in this 

world. And there he was, he and the most beautiful woman on the planet, together on a baking 

aisle in a sleepy suburban grocery store listening to a Christmas song he‟d always hated but that 

now was strangely growing on him. 

To his surprise, Callie was nodding, “Yes…yes, that would be nice!” 

Or did she say that? Could she have really just said yes? This was happening much too quickly – 

much too like the daydream he‟d replayed over and over. But Callie was smiling, still nodding. 

“What time shall I meet you?” she was saying. 

“Seven?” 

“Seven it is,” she set the coupon on top of the pancake mix in her cart. “Thanks again, for the 

pancake mix.” 
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“Sure…” 

Callie gave him a quick wink, and headed down the aisle, thumbing through her coupon 

organizer. 

Baby, it’s cold outside!  

 

Even though he left Albertman‟s empty handed, it didn‟t feel that way to Charles. And as he 

drove home, he smiled, thinking about next week‟s Power Meeting. 

Chapter 11: A Lesson in Manners 

“Hey! So are you here all the time or what?” Charles asked, as he noticed Emo Tim skating on 

the sidewalk of Albertman‟s grocery store. 

Emo Tim looked up and smiled. “There‟s a skateboard park a couple blocks behind the store,” 

Tim explained. Tonight he donned checkered vans, a black hoodie, and a thick studded belt 

with his black skinny jeans. Charles also noticed that he‟d dyed the blonde streak in his hair flip 

red. 

“Hmmmm. I don‟t recall seeing that before…” 

“Sometimes you won‟t notice things unless you‟re looking for them.” 

“Very true,” Charles said, shivering and wanting to get out of the cold. “Hey – know if there‟s a 

deal on a Manzer 3000 razor? I found a coupon in last Sunday‟s paper…” 

 

“Dunno, but did you know about the deal on saltine crackers?” Emo Tim had already picked his 

skateboard up and was following Charles into the store. Charles wasn‟t about to protest. 
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“Nope,” Charles shook his head and picked up a basket. 

“It‟s unadvertised.” 

“Then how did you know about it?” 

“I have my ways.” 

“What is that supposed to mean?” Charles wasn‟t sure he had the patience tonight for Emo 

Tim‟s antics. 

“Do you read blogs?” 

“Uh, sure. I read Huffington Post and The Onion…” 

“No, not those blogs. Bargain blogs. Coupon blogs.” 

“Oh yeah, those. Yeah, I‟ve skimmed a couple. That‟s how I found about a Restaurant.com deal 

that goes through Sunday.” 

Emo Tim folded his lanky arms in front of him, scowling his eyes at Charles. “Read them. 

More.” 

“OK, whatever,” Charles was wanting to skip to the chase. “Can we just talk about the cracker 

deal?” 

Without a word, Emo Tim spun on his heels and walked away. Charles wasn‟t sure if he‟d 

offended Emo Tim and he was storming off, or if he should follow him. But then suddenly Emo 
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Tim turned his head back at Charles and raised his eyebrows. So Charles followed. Emo Tim 

stopped in front of the saltine crackers on the snack aisle. 

“Here,” he said, pointing to a booklet of coupons hanging on the shelf. “Tearpad coupons. 

They‟re a kind of manufacturer coupon.” 

 

“What‟s this?” Charles gasped. “Coupons in the store? They leave them out for anyone to 

take?” 

 

Emo Tim nodded. 

Charles walked up and ripped one off. It read: “Save $1 on any name brand saltine crackers.” 

Emo Tim didn‟t even have to tell Charles what to do next. Charles scanned the sizes and the 

prices. 

“These are….free?” he said, pulling a box off the shelf. 

Emo Tim nodded again. 

“FREE? As in, NADA? I don‟t have to pay a cent?” Charles‟ heart started racing the way it had 

after he‟d had that first magical shopping trip a few nights prior. 

And then, without thinking, Charles reached over and tore another coupon from the tearpad. 

And another, and another… if the crackers were free, why should he just take one? In fact, why 

should he stop at 3 or 4 or…? It wasn‟t stealing, after all. Even if he took the entire tearpad of 

coupons, surely, he wouldn‟t be stealing. 

http://thecouponproject.com/2009/10/coupon-lesson-four-part-b-finding-manufacturers-coupons.html
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Suddenly, he felt a gentle touch on his arm. Charles looked up to see Emo Tim standing over 

him. His darkly lined eyes were brimming with tears and his lips were quivering. 

“Look behind you,” he whispered. 

Charles hadn‟t realized anyone was standing behind him. So he was quite surprised to find an 

entire family – dad, mom, and three small children. They were obviously watching him, and 

waiting their turn. 

Charles looked at the family. Then he looked at the coupons. Then he looked at Emo Tim. And 

Emo Tim looked at the family. And the family looked at Charles and the coupons in his hand. 

And when they were through with looking, Charles handed them some coupons. “Here.” 

“Thank you, sir, thank you!” the father said. “These are my son‟s favorite crackers! And our 

budget is so tight right now, we could only afford them with the coupons! Thank you!” A small 

boy, about 4, grinned from ear-to-ear as his mother placed a box of crackers in his tiny arms. 

Charles felt strangely moved and overwhelmed. “It‟s nothing…of course.” 

When Charles went to check out, he smiled to see Beth again that night. He knew he wouldn‟t 

have a problem at checkout if he went through her lane. 

“Find everything you were looking for?” she asked. 

“Actually, no,” Charles replied. 

“Oh really? Shall I call someone to help…?” she asked. 
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“No, don‟t go to any trouble,” Charles said. “It‟s just that you‟re out of my favorite razor…and 

I had a coupon.” 

“Hmmmm,” Beth pondered. “Not the Manzer 3000, by chance?” 

“Yeah…” 

“I just sold a bunch to a single customer,” Beth explained. “You think folks would be a little 

courteous and not clear the shelves!” 

“No kidding,” Charles said, his face suddenly reddening. 

“I think we‟ll be getting a new shipment in on Tuesday,” Beth said. “Come back then, OK?” 

“Sure thing.” 

“Hey – after your coupons today, you owe me nothing!” Beth exclaimed. “You ARE good!” 

Charles took his receipt. “Thanks, Beth.” 

“You‟re welcome,” she said. And after he was out of earshot added, “Charles.” 

As Charles started his car, the license plate of the white SUV in front of him caught his eye. It 

spelled BOSSMAN.  

 

“Who gets a license plate like that?” Charles laughed, driving off. 
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Chapter 12: The Date 

Charles was looking at the menu, but not reading it. 

Where is she? he wondered, glancing nervously at his watch. He and Callie were supposed to be 

meeting at the Italian Bistro at 7, and it was going on 7:10. 

 

His mind began racing with possibilities, most of them not good. 

Finally, at 7:12 she walked through the door. It had been raining outside, and Callie slipped the 

green wool scarf from over her perfect, glossy blonde curls. She panned the room, looking for 

her date. Trying not to seem overly eager, Charles waved from the table in her direction. She 

smiled. 

“Sorry, I‟m late!” she apologized, walking over and taking her seat. “I thought I could sneak in a 

quick Albertman‟s deal on my way over.” 

“No problem,” Charles said. Would he ever get to a point in his couponing where he’d risk being 

late? 

 

“So, anything look good on the menu?” Callie asked. 

“Oh, well, I haven‟t really looked at it,” Charles replied, trying to turn his attention off of how 

stunning Callie looked in her black cocktail dress and onto the menu. “I suppose I better decide 

quickly.” 

There were many choices on the menu, some inexpensive and some pricey. But Charles had 

his $25 Restaurant.com gift certificate in hand, so he decided to splurge. 

http://www.anrdoezrs.net/click-3558483-10665295
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“Excuse me, but are you ready to place your order?” the waiter asked. 

Charles looked up at Callie, questioningly. 

“I‟m ready,” Callie said. “Go ahead, Charles.” 

“Yes, I‟ll take the Italian Sampler Platter,” Charles said. 

“Excellent choice, sir! And you, ma‟am?” 

“I‟ll just have a dinner salad,” she ordered. “With Italian dressing on the side. Oh, and lemon 

wedges.” 

Charles quickly doubted his dinner selection for the evening. 

“So… are you a salad eater?” he asked after the waiter had left their tableside. 

“I try to be,” Callie said, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “But I have my weaknesses, you 

know…” 

“Oh do you…” Charles was intrigued. “Name one.” 

“Jell-O.” 

“That doesn‟t count!” Charles laughed. “It‟s only 100 calories per serving!” 

“Well, it can be quite addicting!” she said, setting down her menu. “Hey, speaking of Jell-O, did 

you know it‟s only $0.08 per box at Walgreens this week?” 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/12/walgreens-deals-1212-1218.html
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“No kidding…” Charles sat back in his chair a bit. “So how exactly did you discover coupons, 

Callie?” He tried to imagine Emo Tim showing Callie how to coupon at Albertman‟s, but 

couldn‟t. 

“Well there are these online coupon forums,” she explained. “I happened upon them one day. 

They discuss how to do deals, find coupons.” She reached for her glass of water. She left a 

perfect imprint of her pink lips on the rim. 

“Forums…” Charles repeated, his mind drifting. 

“Yeah, there‟s this one in particular, Hot Deals,” she started. Callie noticed Charles had a blank 

stare on his face and smiled, stopping. Just then, their food arrived. It looked like the waiter had 

served a meal for Goliath and a meal for David. While Charles contemplated the best strategy 

for attacking the piles of pasta, meatballs, and sauce, Callie neatly unfolded her napkin and got 

to work on her salad. 

“So what about you? How did you learn to coupon?” she asked, taking a bite. 

Charles was taken off-guard by her question. “Uh, well…” he began. Suddenly conquering his 

dinner plate was a non-issue. “Well…I have a friend. He‟s been showing me.” 

“That‟s nice,” Callie nodded. “How long have you been couponing?” 

“To be honest?” 

“Yes, honest.” 

Charles paused. “Ever since the night of the Ugly Sweater Party.” 
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Callie set down her fork and looked directly at Charles. “Do you mean to say…?” 

“Yes,” Charles sighed. He was going to be honest, even if it made him look like a total sap. 

“Yes, Callie, I was intrigued by what you did that night. I wanted to learn too.” 

A smile crept across Callie‟s face, and she blushed hard. She lowered her eyes, understanding 

what Charles had said, and what Charles had not said at the same time. Charles had done this 

because of her. 

 

“Sir, here‟s your bill, when you‟re ready?” the waiter said. Normally, Charles found that waiters 

interrupted at the wrong times, but at this moment, he was grateful to have a little relief from 

the intensity of what had just taken place. 

“Yes,” Charles said, taking the bill. “Oh wait! I have a Restaurant.com certificate – it‟s for $25 

off?” 

 

“Oh certainly,” the waiter said. “Let me recalculate your total.” 

So these things do work! Charles thought. I might have to go back and buy more before Sunday 

night!* His mind raced with the possibilities, and all of them were good. 

 

“Waiter?” Callie was saying. 

“Yes, ma‟am?” 

“I have a $25 Restaurant.com gift certificate, too.” 

“Oh, but you can only use one,” the waiter replied. 

http://www.anrdoezrs.net/click-3558483-10665295
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Callie looked puzzled. “Oh, really? I must not have paid much attention then…” 

“Yes, see in the fine print, only one per table,” the waiter pointed on the certificate. 

“Shoot,” Callie said. 

“It‟s not a big deal, Callie,” Charles interjected. “I‟ve got it covered.” 

But Callie was looking at the waiter, not Charles. “Please could you do me a favor? This is my 

first time visiting this restaurant…don‟t you think you could make a one-time exception?” 

“Callie, it‟s really OK,” Charles said. 

“Hmmm…” the waiter fumbled, uncertain. “Let me ask my manager. I‟ll see what we can do, 

ma‟am.” 

“Thank you,” she smiled sweetly. After he left, she turned to Charles and whispered, “It never 

hurts to ask.” 

Charles nodded, but still didn‟t feel exactly right about what had just happened. On the other 

hand, he was new to coupons. He had much to learn. And while Emo Tim had been a great 

coupon teacher, he imagined how much more pleasant it could be to learn from Callie. 

At home later that night, Charles tried to find the forums Callie had mentioned. But he hadn‟t 

paid much attention during that part of the conversation and couldn‟t remember the name of 

the site she‟d mentioned. Charles sat back and sighed, thinking about the perfect lipstick 

smudge Callie had left on her water glass. 
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Chapter 13: Double your value, Double your 

fun 

“Excuse me…Beth?” Charles asked, leaning over Checkout Lane Nine. She had been setting up 

her till for the day. 

“Yes?” she said, turning around. She flashed a grin the moment she saw Charles. She was 

wearing a Santa hat and green ornament earrings. 

“You look festive!” he said, gently poking fun. 

“Well it could be worse,” she replied. “At least my manager didn‟t make us wear ugly 

Christmas sweaters or anything!” 

“True! True!” Charles had decided he would never, ever, under any circumstance, be coerced 

into attending another wretched Ugly Christmas Sweater party for the rest of his life. 

“So….?” Beth raised her eyebrows. 

“So I have a question,” said Charles, getting back on track. “What are these, exactly? I got them 

in my mail.” He unfolded three coupons that read “Double the Value” at the top. 

“Sure,” she said. “Those are double coupons. We issue them every now and again. We‟ll 

double the value of any manufacturer coupon you‟ve got – up to $1 in value.” 

 

Charles must have look puzzled, so Beth continued. “So let‟s say you have a $1 off coupon you 

clipped from last Sunday‟s paper – for toothpaste. Well, you could stack this with it and get $2 

off. These ones are only good through tomorrow, though.” 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/what-are-albertsons-double-coupons-and-how-do-they-work.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2010/12/top-ten-albertsons-double-coupon-picks-1212-1214.html
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Charles slowly nodded. “OK, OK….I think I get it now…thanks!” 

“Any time!” Beth replied. “Make sure to come through my lane – if you have any more 

questions, that is…?” 

“Sure.” Charles had noticed that Beth looked flustered. Why was that? He wondered as he 

headed toward the coffee aisle. 

 

He rifled through his coupons and noticed he had one for $1 off a 3-pack of Starbucks VIA 

coffee. It was on sale for $2.50. 

“OK….so let me figure this out…” he muttered to himself. 

“I can help…” a voice behind him whispered. 

“ACK!” Charles gasped, turning to find Emo Tim mere inches from his face. “You really need to 

stop coming up to me like that! Didn‟t your mother teach you manners?” 

Emo Tim shrugged. Emo Tim was wearing short sleeves, but it didn‟t much matter since his 

tattoos ran down his arms like long sleeves and he work thick leather arm cuffs. 

“You a coffee drinker, then?” Tim asked. 

“Yeah, I kind of am,” Charles replied, studying the coupons, the sizes, and trying to make sense 

of double coupons. “How about you?” 

“I stick with water, mostly,” Emo Tim responded, taking the coupons out of Charles‟ hands and 

rearranging them. “There,” he said. 
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Charles looked at the coupons Emo Tim had handed him. One Double the Value coupon, one 

$1 off Starbucks coupon. 

“So how much?” Tim asked. 

“Let‟s see…$2.50 on sale…less $1 for the coupon…and then the store is going to give me 

another $1 off…?” he trailed, looking up at Emo Tim questioningly. Tim nodded. 

“So $0.50.” 

“Yup.” 

“OK, then, so I have three of these Double your Value coupons…?” 

“So you could get three VIA packs,” Emo Tim said. “If you have the $1 off VIA coupons too.” 

With that, Tim picked up his skateboard and headed off. 

“Wait,” Charles said after him. “I need your help with something…” 

Emo Tim tilted his head to the side, and his hair swoop fell out of his eye. It was a rare moment 

when both of his eyes were visible. Charles took this as a sign that Emo Tim was really listening. 

“There‟s this girl….” 

“The checkout girl?” 

“Who?!” 

“Her?” Emo Tim pointed over to the cashier in a Santa hat and green ornament earrings, 

smiling as she was ringing up a customer‟s order. 
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“Beth?” Charles exclaimed. “No…no, not her. Another girl.” 

“I see,” Emo Tim said. 

“I need a gift – for this girl. I‟m on a very tight budget.” 

“Oprah.” Emo Tim replied. 

“Come again?” Charles asked. 

“OPRAH,” Emo Tim emphasized. “Watch tomorrow – at 4pm.” 

But before Charles could ask what Oprah had to do with any of this, or if Emo Tim was an 

Oprah fan himself, Emo Tim spun on his heels, skateboard in hand, and shot through the lobby 

and out the door. 

“He really, REALLY needs to stop doing that,” Charles said aloud, wondering about this strange 

boy that had turned his shopping habits upside down. 

Chapter 14: The Oprah Effect 

Emo Tim had been right about many things. 

He‟d been right about how to best use Double the Value coupons. He‟d been right about how 

to use manufacturer coupons on sale prices. He‟d been right about not overdoing the tearpad 

coupons, too. 

 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/what-are-albertsons-double-coupons-and-how-do-they-work.html
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But Charles wasn‟t so sure how Emo Tim‟s suggestion of watching Oprah would help him find 

the perfect Christmas gift for Callie. Besides that, he had to work until 5pm. There was no way 

he was leaving work early to go watch Oprah. 

He could just imagine the conversation… 

“Um, sir?” he’d ask nervously. 

“Yes, Charles?” Harry, the CEO, would respond. 

“I need to leave early…” 

“Why’s that?” 

“Well, um…something came up suddenly….” 

 

Instead, Charles stayed dutifully until 5pm, said goodnight to Callie on the way out, and headed 

to his one-bedroom apartment across town. 

On the drive home, Charles contemplated the problem of Callie‟s Christmas gift. They‟d only 

been on a couple dates, so he didn‟t want to overwhelm her with anything too serious, like 

jewelry. On the other hand, he didn‟t want to underwhelm her, either. He needed something 

that would pique her interest in a special way. And also something that wouldn‟t break the 

budget. 

Charles flipped on the lights and the heat to his apartment. He set the mail down on the 

counter and rifled in the fridge for something to eat. He decided he wasn‟t much in the mood 

to cook, so he pulled out a Marie Callender‟s Fresh Steamer meal he‟d gotten free with Double 

the Value coupon at Albertman‟s over the weekend. 

 

He flopped on the couch while the microwave hummed, and began his routine of surfing the 

channels. News, news, and then – there was Oprah. He thought he‟d missed her show. 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/12/top-ten-albertsons-double-coupon-picks-1212-1214.html
http://thecouponproject.com/2010/12/top-ten-albertsons-double-coupon-picks-1212-1214.html
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“Must be a re-run,” he reasoned aloud. “But, really…what would Oprah have to do with finding 

Callie a gift on a budget?” 

 

He imagined running into Emo Tim at the store tomorrow. Charles knew all too well he‟d ask if 

he‟d seen the Oprah show. 

“This is silly! He‟s just a kid!” Charles said aloud. “I‟m not…not afraid of him or anything…” 

Or was he? 

 

Charles paused as Oprah announced this was her Favorite Things Show. Her audience 

members became hysterical. Really hysterical. To the point that Charles wondered if some of 

them wouldn‟t be needing medical attention. Is this how Emo Tim passed his time? 

“I can‟t believe I‟m watching this,” Charles laughed to himself. But watch it, he did. 

Oprah paraded many wonderful gift items across her stage – including a $150 tea set, and a 

Volkswagon Beetle. While there were some less expensive items, like macaroni and cheese and 

a Josh Groban CD, Charles failed to see why Emo Tim would‟ve suggested this show. 

“OK Emo Tim, I watched this – now I‟m moving onto football,” Charles said, picking up the 

remote. 

Just then, Oprah mentioned one of her favorite charities. But what stood out to Charles is 

what she said next. That there was a deal for it on the Internet‟s “fasted growing deal site: 

Groupon.” 

http://www.oprah.com/packages/oprahs-ultimate-favorite-things.html
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“Groupon, Groupon,” Charles said. He‟d never heard of it before. It sounded sort of a like a 

disease he thought. Or maybe a mythical creature, covered in warts who lived in a moat. 

Regardless, if it was the fastest growing deal site, maybe he should know something about it. 

Charles sat down at the computer and typed in “Groupon.com.” Nothing happened. Refresh. 

Still, nothing. 

 

“That‟s odd.” 

This time, Charles decided to check Google “Groupon What Is It.” Maybe he could find a site 

talking about Groupon, if he couldn‟t access Groupon itself. He immediately pulled up a blog, 

presumably one of those coupon blogs Emo Tim had been hounding him to read. 

The blog‟s post read: 

Right now on Groupon, pay $25 for a $50 voucher to Nordstrom Rack! All you need to do is 

create a free, Groupon account, and then pay the $25. Your voucher will be ready in a day or 

so. Print it off and redeem at any Nordstrom Rack.* 

BINGO! That‟s what he wanted to get Callie: a Nordstrom Rack voucher! How clever would 

that be? Get the couponing girl a coupon to remember! 

So Charles tried clicking on the Groupon.com link in the blog post. Nothing. Refresh. Still, 

nothing. He tried typing in Groupon.com again. This time, the site looked like it was going to 

load…and then, errored out. 

“Why is this happening to me?!” Charles said. 

http://www.groupon.com/r/uu4078135
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For the next hour, Charles tried typing in Groupon.com, clicking on Groupon.com links 

through blogs and Oprah‟s site. Nothing worked. 

To make matters worse, he had no idea if the offer would sell out. What if it was too good to 

be true? What if he couldn‟t get the deal in time? 

Charles began to panic, so he decided to calm himself down with a nice cup of tea with honey 

and some crackers. He enjoyed that for a leisurely ten minutes and then he was back at it, 

trying to access the Groupon site. 

“NOOOOO!!” he snapped, pounding his fists on the keyboard. “No! No! No!” He was now 

beginning to wonder if this is why Emo Tim had suggested he watch the show right at 4pm. 

For the next two hours, Charles desperately tried to access Groupon. In fact he fell asleep on 

his desk, his finger on the refresh key. 

 

On that fateful day, Charles not only learned about Groupon, he also learned about The Oprah 

Effect. 

Chapter 15: Late for Work 

Charles woke up to the sound of a car alarm going off in the apartment‟s parking lot outside his 

window. He was completely disoriented. He was wearing his work clothes and had apparently 

fallen asleep at his computer. Why wasn’t he in bed? 

 

He stood up, scratching his head, trying to remember the night before. The remote was sitting 

on the couch along with his plate of half-eaten food. He noticed the time on the clock read 7:20 

AM. What day was this? 

http://www.groupon.com/r/uu4078135
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“Wednesday! Shoot!” He‟d never been late to work before. Quickly, he got the coffee going 

while he showered, and then brushed his teeth. He was at the end of the laundry cycle, so 

yesterday‟s pants would have to do. Charles disliked running late, and found himself growing 

crosser by the minute. 

“GROUPON!” he suddenly exclaimed, remembering the cause of last night‟s anxiety. 

 

Straightening his tie, he sat down and quickly typed in Groupon.com. Unlike last night, Charles 

was able to access the site. 

 

“Now we‟re in business!” he said. It was now 7:40 AM, and he would surely be late to work. 

Charles briefly debated if he should chance being late, or chance losing the deal. He 

remembered Callie showing up late to their first date. “I thought I could sneak in a quick 

Albertman’s deal on my way over,” she‟d explained. 

 

Charles decided to go for the deal. 

As fast as his hands could type, Charles brought up the $50 Nordstrom Rack voucher offer for 

Seattle. Quickly he scanned the fine print. 

“Yada yada…limit one per person…yada yada…good at all US Nordstrom Rack locations…,” 

he muttered, drumming his finger on the desk. “BUY!” 

Next, a little message popped on his computer screen. It read: 

“Congrulations! You got your Groupon!” 

 

http://www.groupon.com/r/uu4078135
http://www.groupon.com/r/uu4078135
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Charles exhaled for the first time he could remember. He grabbed his keys and headed out the 

door. 

The clock read 8:15 as Charles walked through the door and down the hallway to his cubicle. 

“Sleep in this morning?” a voice jeered as he walked past. 

“Just running late, Brent,” Charles replied, keeping his eyes down. 

“If you say so,” Brent said. Then added, “Chucky.” 

“Charles.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“My name is Charles.” 

“Whatever…Chucky,” Brent snorted. 

Charles decided this was not a battle worth picking, so he walked on. The best revenge is living 

well, he thought. And he had so much going for him right now. Callie, coupons…Callie! 

“Hi hot stuff!” another voice called out, a couple more cubicles down. Charles could feel the 

back of his neck redden. 

“Hey…Callie.” Charles just didn‟t feel right calling Callie by anything other than her name. Even 

if she‟d recently started calling him “hot stuff.” 

“So…are we still on for tonight then?” 

“You got it!” 
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“Hey, by the way, I was got this great deal emailed to me –“ she said, handing him a piece of 

paper from her printer. 

“SeeHere is having a 60% off sale – everything on their site! Plus, free standard shipping! Just 

enter coupon code thankyou at checkout.” 

 

“Uh, OK?” 

“Just thought you might want to know about it.” Callie put on her glasses and picked up a 

couple folders. “Well, I need to get back to these customer survey results. I‟ll see you later!” 

“You, too.” 

Back at his desk, Charles looked at the SeeHere promotion. What did SeeHere sell, anyways? 

He clicked onto the site and noted they had photo books, prints, photo mugs. Hmmmm. 

Charles hadn‟t gotten anything for his older sister Nan yet. She‟d probably like a photo book of 

some sort. But what kind of a photo book? 

It was now 8:32 and Charles decided it was time to set the deals aside, and get to work. 

“I wish I could just find deals and learn about coupons all day,” he sighed. “It‟s far more 

enjoyable than this office job!” 

With that, Charles powered on his computer, opened his day planner, and prepared himself for 

another monotonous day at work. 

 

 

http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10780970?cm_mmc=CJ-_-2758175-_-3558483-_-SeeHere.com%20-%20Online%20Photo%20Printing,%20Sharing%20%26%20More!%20
http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10780970?cm_mmc=CJ-_-2758175-_-3558483-_-SeeHere.com%20-%20Online%20Photo%20Printing,%20Sharing%20%26%20More!%20
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Chapter 16: The Photo Book 

Charles got out of his car just in time to see a white SUV shoot into reverse in the Albertman‟s 

parking lot and then quickly peal out.  

“There‟s that car again!” he thought, noting the BOSSMAN license plate. “Weird!” 

Charles clutched the Manzer 3000 coupon in his hand, hoping for better stock at the store 

today. When he got to the section with the razors, he found the big “sale!” sticker and an 

empty rack. As he turned to head down the aisle, he found a familiar brunette, price gun in 

hand, caught up in her work. 

“So, are you ever going to get more Manzer 3000 razors in stock?” Charles asked. “You‟re 

killing me, Beth!” he added in jest, fake-stabbing his chest. 

Beth had been doing some price checks on the personal care aisle during a slow spell in the 

store. Charles had startled her, yes, but it had come as a nice surprise. 

She stood up and walked over and confirmed the empty shelf. “Boy, I could‟ve sworn we JUST 

got some of those in today, too.” She shook her head. “Someone must really want these 

razors!” 

“Yeah, me!” Charles laughed. “Ever since I learned about coupons, I‟ve been eyeing that deal.” 

Beth paused. “Tell you what. Let me get you a rain check.” 

“Oh, no, really –“ 

“Seriously!” she motioned for him to follow her. “It‟ll spare you some grief. I‟ll even call you 

when we get the item in.” 
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Charles reasoned that the convenience factor outweighed the potential embarrassment of being 

known as a Rainchecker. And so he followed Beth. 

“So how is your couponing going, then?” she asked, stopping to turn back at him. 

“Overall? Really good!” he replied. “It‟s amazing how you start saving in one area, you want to 

save in others.” 

“How‟s that?” 

“Well…so my girlfriend today shared with me a great deal…I can get a photo book for 60% off 

at SeeHere and free standard shipping when I use coupon code thankyou at checkout.” 

 

“Oh…” Beth said. 

“Is something the matter?” Charles asked. He could‟ve sworn Beth‟s demeanor had just 

changed. 

Beth forced a smile. “Nothing at all. That‟s a great deal.” 

They were at her checkout lane now, checkout lane number nine. Beth reached into a drawer 

and fished out a rebate form. “So what kind of photo book are you going to make? Something 

for your girlfriend?” 

“No…actually, I don‟t have a clue what the photo book is going to be. But I want to make 

something for my sister. She lives out of state.” 

http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10780970?cm_mmc=CJ-_-2758175-_-3558483-_-SeeHere.com%20-%20Online%20Photo%20Printing,%20Sharing%20%26%20More!%20
http://www.dpbolvw.net/click-3558483-10780970?cm_mmc=CJ-_-2758175-_-3558483-_-SeeHere.com%20-%20Online%20Photo%20Printing,%20Sharing%20%26%20More!%20
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Beth finished filling out the rain check form and handed it to Charles. “Well, you‟ve certainly 

learned how to use coupons well. Why don‟t you make her a photo book that teaches her how 

she can do the same?” 

Charles folded up the little form and put it in his wallet, next to the Manzer 3000 coupon. 

“Hmmmm….what do you mean?” 

“Well, you could make it a step-by-step photo book….I don‟t know…it‟s just an idea…” Beth 

shrugged. “You don‟t have to use it…” 

“No…no, I actually really DO like it, Beth,” Charles contemplated Beth‟s suggestion more. “I 

could include photos of different kinds of coupons…” 

“And add in the text boxes instructions on how to use them.” 

“And then I could put photos of deals I‟ve done myself.” 

“Wow…I think I‟d like a copy when you‟re done, too!” Beth said. 

Charles looked at Beth. She had seemed like an ordinary gal when he first met her. But is it 

possible she somehow looked…different? Her face was pleasant, and familiar. There was 

something truly genuine about her. He was grateful for this new-found friend. 

“Thanks, Beth,” Charles said. “This is a great idea…” 

“Beth?” a gruff voice interrupted. “I need to see you in my office, when you‟re done assisting 

this customer.” 
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The voice belonged to an older, slightly-balding man, leaning out of a doorway near the 

Customer Service desk. He was dressed like many of the store employees with a white button 

down shirt and black pants, but he also wore a red vest and black tie. He was clearly the store 

manager. 

“Sure, Jake,” Beth nodded. 

The man turned back into his office without a word and shut the door. 

“Your boss?” Charles asked quietly. 

“Yup.” she closed the drawer, locking it with a key. “He‟s such a Scrooge!” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, well, I better go see what that‟s about.” Beth was obviously nervous. 

“Good luck in there,” Charles said, buttoning his coat and preparing for the cold night air. 

“Sure…thanks!” Beth tried to smile. 

Outside, Charles was glad to hear the familiar sound of a skateboard. 

“Hey, Emo Tim!” 

“Hey…what‟s up?” Emo Tim said, skating over. He was decked out head to toe in black tonight, 

except for a studded white belt he wore low on his hips. “Score any great deals?” 

“Not so much tonight…but hey! I wanted to ask you something.” 



58 | P a g e  
 

Emo Tim flicked his hair flip out of his face and tilted his head slightly backwards. 

“Can I take your picture?” 

Emo Tim scowled. “What for…?” 

“Well, see…I‟ve just decided to put together a photo book for my sister Nan…she lives out of 

state, and I want to show her how to use coupons. I have to do this soon, before the coupon 

code expires…” 

“OK…so how…?” 

“I want to include a picture of my Coupon Mentor in it,” Charles said. 

Emo Tim shook his head, “I don‟t think that‟s such a good idea.” 

“Why not?” 

“I‟m not very photogenic…” 

“C‟mon…for Nan!” 

Emo Tim stood there, expressionless for a moment or two. “Alright, alright for NAN!” he said, 

setting down his skateboard. “But I‟m not that photogenic.” 

“Thanks, man!” Charles replied, fishing his cell phone out of his pocket. 

Emo Tim suddenly gave a goofy, fake grin and extended his lanky arms in a hokey, over-the-top 

pose. He looked like someone in the final scene of a high school musical. It was a new side of 

Emo Tim. A very sarcastic side. Charles laughed, snapping the photo. 
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“See?!” he said, showing Emo Tim the photo. “You‟re perfect!” 

“Whatever,” Emo Tim replied, reverting to his normal quiet self. “Just glad to help.” 

“By the way,” Charles remembered. “I‟ve been meaning to ask – can I give you a tip? For all 

your trouble?” Charles reached into his back pocket for his wallet. 

Emo Tim looked puzzled. “What would I do with that?” 

Now Charles was puzzled. “I dunno…I just thought that maybe…?” 

“Look,” Emo Tim said. “Just show someone else how to use coupons.” He grabbed his 

skateboard and started to head down the sidewalk. “Pass it on…” 

Charles smiled, watching him skate off. He remembered when he first met Emo Tim, how quick 

he‟d been to stereotype him and question his motives. He‟d even wondered if Emo Tim 

would‟ve made off with his credit cards, and here he‟d just refused a small tip. 

“Emo Tim,” he said into the air. “You‟re a good kid.” 

Chapter 17: The Coupon Boy 

“What? No frozen macaroni and cheese?” Judith asked as she walked in the breakroom. 

“Well…uh…” Charles stammered, embarrassed that one of his rituals had become so 

apparent. 
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“What‟s that you‟ve got, anyways?” Judith walked up, and took the frozen steamer meal out of 

Charles‟ hand. Even though she worked in Human Resources, Judith didn‟t seem to grasp the 

need to respect personal space very well. 

“It‟s a Marie Callender Steamer Entrée,” he read from the box. 

“Well aren‟t you fancy!” 

Judith pulled a mug out of the breakroom dishwasher and headed to the coffee machine. 

Charles hoped Judith was done with this most unnecessary conversation, but she wasn‟t. She 

ripped open a couple creams, stirred them in, pulled up a seat, looked up at Charles and asked, 

“so why the upgrade now? Is the mac and cheese just not doing it for you anymore?” 

“No, I just got it for free,” he replied. 

“Free?” 

“Yeah…with coupons,” he said. As soon as he realized what he said, he regretted it. Judith had 

stopped stirring her sugar and was looking at him, mouth agape. 

“Coupons?” she exclaimed. “Are you a coupon boy, Charles?” 

Charles had no idea of how to answer that question. He also had no intention of answering it. 

“C‟mon, tell Judith how you did that.” Judith had a penchant for referring to herself in third 

person. How many annoying idiosyncrasies could a person have? Charles wondered. 
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Charles sighed. “It was really simple actually. It was on sale for $2. I had a $1 off coupon. 

Albertman‟s had a Double your Value coupon-“ 

“Woah, a what?” 

“A Double your Value coupon, it‟s a store coupon. You stack it with a manufacturer‟s coupon-“ 

“Woah, slow down, now,” Judith was clearly interested in what Charles was saying. At that 

moment, Gary walked in the room, newspaper in hand. 

“Hey, Gary,” Judith said. “Did you know Charles here is a coupon boy?” 

Gary burst out laughing. “A WHAT?” 

“A Coooouuuuupoooonnn Boooooy!” she emphasized loudly. 

Now Gary was doubled over in laughter, steadying himself on the edge of one of the plastic 

breakroom chairs. His face turned beat red, and the vein in his forehead protruded. 

“Gary, tell Judith I am NOT a coupon boy!” Charles said. 

That just made it worse. Gary just could not get it together. By now, Wayne from IT had 

stepped into the breakroom with his empty thermos. Charles was starting to think 10:30 was a 

very bad time to do lunch. 

“OK, what on Earth is going on in here? Sounds like a party to me!” 

Gary was laughing too hard to speak, so he motioned for Judith to fill him in. 

“Charles is a coupon boy!” 
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“Uh…?” Wayne scratched his head. “I guess I don‟t get it.” 

Charles was relieved that maybe this little joke at his expense was about to die down. He 

decided to take the reins. 

He took in a breath and said, “Yes, it‟s true. I‟ve been learning how to use coupons. I now get 

things for cheap, and sometimes even free.” 

“No kidding!” Wayne said. 

Was he interested too? Charles wondered. 

 

“Yeah…so this lunch I got today was free with coupons…” 

“Free?” Wayne walked over to the microwave, crouched down, and peered in at the steamer 

meal making its lazy circles around. “No kidding. Those things are like $3 normally, aren‟t 

they?” 

“About that, yeah, I guess.” Charles said. He started to feel odd that everyone was scrutinizing 

his lunch. 

“Oh hey, speaking of coupons, here you go,” Gary rifled out a Red Plum, a SmartSource, and a 

P&G insert from last Sunday‟s paper. 

“Thanks!” Charles said, taking them. “Well, I guess the cat‟s out of the bag now…” 

Wayne was sipping his coffee, obviously reluctant to leave the breakroom. “Hey Charles, could 

you sometime maybe show me how to do that?” 
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Charles looked up, surprised. “Well, I‟m not that good, I‟ve only been doing it a short time-“ 

“But look at you!” Judith exclaimed. “You‟re already getting stuff for free. Surely you know 

something!” 

Up until now, Charles had thought of himself as the student, not the teacher. He wondered 

about the idea of teaching others when he himself had so much more to learn. But as he looked 

at Wayne and Judith‟s faces, filled with hope and longing for cheap and free groceries, he 

couldn‟t deny them. Emo Tim had told him he should “pass it on,” after all. 

The microwave beeped, and Charles carefully arranged the tray on a plate to cool. 

“How about this,” he began. “What if I were to just send you guys an email whenever I find a 

good deal at the store, explaining how to do it?” 

“Sounds good to me!” Wayne said. 

“Me too, coupon boy!” Judith chimed in. 

Gary snorted. 

Charles sighed. 

“OK,” Charles said. “Watch for my emails.” 

“Great!” Wayne said, turning to the door. He then peered down the hallway carefully before 

turning his head back into the breakroom and whispered, “by the way? Have you all seen 

Brent‟s new SUV?” 
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“Nope,” said Gary, not looking up from his paper. “I guess I don‟t care too much about his 

toys.” 

“No, but check out the license plate,” he said, glancing one more time down the hallway for 

safety‟s sake. “BOSSMAN!” 

Gary roared with laughter once again, but Charles quietly repeated “Bossman” to himself. 

Chapter 18: The Seafood Restaurant 

“So do you want to hear a crazy theory I have?” Charles asked Callie over dinner that evening. 

They were at one of his favorite local restaurants, a fish house that overlooked the water. The 

room was dimly lit with candles and Dianna Krall‟s hauntingly beautiful vocals piped in gently 

through the speakers. And then there was Callie. It was as if she herself had created this 

romantic ambience, just by her walking through the room, pulling up a chair, and being. 

She took a sip of her wine, eyes sparkling, and replied, “let‟s hear it.” 

“I think Brent is buying all the Manzer 3000 razors at Albertman‟s,” Charles said matter-of-

factly. “To spite me.” 

Callie set down her wine glass. “That‟s your theory? I don‟t get it…” 

“Remember that night of the ugly sweater party?” 

Callie nodded. 

“Don‟t you remember at the end he made that jerk comment about me needing a Manzer?” 
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“I guess I don‟t recall that…” 

“Well he did,” Charles continued. “And I‟ve seen his car twice now at Albertman‟s – right after 

the store has been cleaned out!” 

Charles noticed Callie had grown quiet, serious. 

“Is something the matter?” 

She looked up at him, and smiled quickly. “No, no everything‟s alright,” she took a piece of 

sourdough bread from the basket and put it on her plate. “It‟s just that…I guess I have a hard 

time thinking Brent would go to such lengths just to spite you.” 

“Well, don‟t you find it odd that his car has been there twice now, right after the store has 

been cleared?” Charles took the basket from Callie, putting some bread on his plate too. “I do 

know he‟s mentioned the Manzer before…he likes that razor, Callie.” 

“Charles,” Callie was buttering her bread now. “Don‟t you think that‟s kind of far-fetched? 

Couldn‟t it all just be a coincidence?” 

Charles was struck by how Callie could give someone like Brent the benefit of the doubt. She 

probably was right though. It must be all a coincidence. 

“Oh…maybe so. I‟m probably being silly,” he agreed. “But I do want that razor! And I‟ve got a 

rain check now!” 

“Your salmon, sir,” the waitress said, setting down Charles‟ plate. It was perfectly cooked, on a 

bed of rice pilaf and steamed vegetables on the side. His mouth began to water. “And your crab 

salad, ma‟am.” 
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“Thank you,” Callie said, unfolding her napkin. 

Charles couldn‟t help but admire Callie sitting there, smoothing her napkin in her lap. She was 

graceful in even the smallest of gestures. She glanced at him, suddenly aware of his eyes on her. 

“What?” she smiled coyly. 

“You,” he said. “You‟re beautiful.” 

Her face lit up. “Stop.” 

“I have something for you,” he reached into his coat pocket. “A Christmas gift.” 

“Oh?” she set down her fork. “You shouldn‟t have – I didn‟t – “ 

“It‟s nothing big, please, don‟t worry.” He handed her the folded piece of paper. 

“What‟s this?” she read the Groupon quickly. “$50 to the Nordstrom Rack! I love it. Thank 

you!” 

“Can you use it then?” he asked eagerly. 

“Of course!” she replied. “Thank you.” 

The two resumed their meals, enjoying the quiet of the evening. Not even a month ago, 

Charles would‟ve spent a Friday in his apartment, alone, watching Seinfeld re-runs over Chinese 

take-out. How had he managed, all those years, being alone? Charles felt as if his luck in life had 

finally changed. He was finally on the path he was meant to be on. He couldn‟t have felt more 

satisfied, eating his perfectly-cooked salmon across from this perfectly-wonderful woman. 
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“Your check, sir…whenever you‟re ready,” the waitress gently interrupted. 

“And were you able to calculate my Restaurant.com voucher OK?” he said, glancing at the bill. 

“I was; it was no problem…” 

“Excuse me, Miss?” Callie was saying, reaching into her purse. “I have a second $25 voucher. 

Could we also apply it to the meal tonight?” 

Charles looked at her, baffled. 

“No,” the waitress was saying. “If you read the fine print, they cannot be stacked. Only one…” 

“Oh, but see, this is the first time I‟ve been here…I didn‟t know…” 

Charles could not believe what he was hearing. “Callie…” he whispered. “It‟s quite alright.” 

But Callie kept her eyes on the waitress, “Don‟t you think you could talk to your manager and 

make a one-time exception? Just this once?” 

“I‟m sorry, but I‟m afraid I can‟t do that,” the waitress said. “Whenever you‟re ready,” she 

tapped the bill, looking at Charles this time. 

“So…what was that about?” he asked after the waitress had left the table. 

“It never hurts to ask,” she said. 

“You knew better, Callie. C‟mon.” 

She said nothing, but was folding up the unused voucher and putting it in her purse. 
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“Callie…” he started. When she looked up, her blue eyes were brimmed with tears. “What‟s 

wrong now? I didn‟t mean to upset you.” 

“But you did,” she said, her voice raising slightly. “You made it seem as if I‟m a bad person.” 

“I never said that,” Charles lowered his voice, hoping to calm her down. “I was just a little 

surprised you did that.” 

“All I‟m trying to do is help you,” she said, wiping up the tears with her napkin. “I know money 

is tight.” 

“Yes, yes it is,” Charles said. He reached for her hand. “But listen, I‟ve been saving so much – 

with my coupons – I was able to set aside enough for tonight.” 

Callie‟s eyes were down. “Look at me,” he said gently. “I‟ll take care of you. You don‟t need to 

worry about money, OK?” 

She nodded. 

After paying the bill, Charles helped Callie slip into her coat. She linked her arm into his, and 

leaned her head on his shoulder as they walked out the door. 

Chapter 19: Changes 

Charles had read that Albertman‟s usually put out Double your Value coupons every other 

week. So when they went for two weeks without being issued, Charles wondered. 

 

http://thecouponproject.com/2010/11/what-are-albertsons-double-coupons-and-how-do-they-work.html
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“Odd,” he‟d thought to himself, scanning the weekly ad front and back. He double checked a 

couple of his favorite bargain blogs just to be sure. In fact, there were no Double your Value 

coupons that weekend. 

There were still a few deals worth doing that week, so Charles headed over to Albertman‟s 

one evening after work. 

When he arrived, he found Emo Tim sitting outside the store on a bench. He was wearing a 

cast on one foot and had crutches by his side. On his other foot we wore a checkered Vans. 

“I‟ve got some bad news,” Emo Tim said, looking up at Charles. His eyes were lined especially 

black that night. 

“What on earth happened to you?” 

“Oh that, I busted my ankle trying to do a railslide down the University stairs last week,” he 

replied matter-of-factly. “But that‟s not the bad news.” 

“OK…?” 

“Albertman‟s isn‟t going to be offering Double your Value coupons any more.” 

Charles felt as if his world was crumbling. Here he‟d just learned to use and appreciate these 

coupons. And now they were being taken away? It was a cruel blow to be dealt. 

“But…why?” 

Emo Tim was brooding, obviously upset. “Fraud.” 
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“Fraud?” 

“Coupon fraud.” 

Charles couldn‟t believe what he was hearing. “What do you mean?” 

“It‟s all because of ONE person. A customer had been passing large quantities of fraudulent 

coupons at this store. They just caught the error. It is a huge loss to them.” 

Emo Tim looked off, beyond the edge of the parking lot. Charles had never seen him so upset 

before. 

“So what does that have to do with the Double your Value coupons?” 

“Don‟t you get it?” Emo Tim snapped, looking at Charles. “They had to make up the loss 

somehow. They can‟t afford to offer them anymore.” 

“Look, it wasn‟t me,” Charles said. “Calm down.” 

Emo Tim said nothing, but stared out into the parking lot. “Well, I was hoping I‟d bump into 

you tonight…to tell you.” 

“OK then,” Charles was still trying to take everything in. “Emo Tim? What am I going to do? 

How am I going to get good deals now?” 

“Listen,” he said, his eyes softening. “There will always be good deals. Even if a store is forced 

to change its policy, there will always be good deals. Sometimes, unadvertised ones.” 

“What do you mean?” 
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Emo Tim reached into his backpack, and pulled out two $1 off yogurt coupons. “Here‟s what 

you do. Go in there, buy two of these, use these two coupons. See what you get.” 

“Umm…I think I‟d get two yogurts,” Charles laughed. 

Emo Tim sighed. “Just do it.” 

“Fine, fine,” said Charles, turning to the store. “Take care of that ankle, eh?” 

Emo Tim nodded, slowly standing up and grabbing his crutches. 

“Hey – do you need a ride home when I‟m done?” 

“Nah, I‟m not too far from here,” he said. “Night.” 

Inside, Charles quickly found the yogurts in the dairy case. They were $2 each, so after the $1 

off coupons Emo Tim had handed him, they‟d be $1 each. Not the greatest deal, Charles 

thought, but he‟d humor Emo Tim. 

Beth was working that night, so Charles made sure to get in her line. As he got closer to 

checkout, he noticed that Beth wasn‟t as chipper as usual. He remembered the last time he‟d 

been in the store, her boss had wanted to see her in his office. He didn‟t seem any too happy, 

either. He wondered if everything was alright. 

“Hey Charles,” she said, smiling slightly as she scanned his items. 

“Hey Beth,” he answered. “Are you OK? I heard there was some coupon fraud…?” 

She stopped scanning and looked at him, “who told you that?” 
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“Uh…just another customer…” 

She sighed, “I suppose it‟s not terribly secret. We had to cancel the Double your Value 

coupons over it.” 

“I feel horrible, Beth.” 

“Well it‟s not your fault, in fact, a lot of it was mine,” Charles could see at this point Beth was 

fighting tears. 

“Beth, what happened?” 

“I should have double checked the coupons more carefully…” Beth couldn‟t help the tears 

anymore. She quickly turned her face and grabbed a tissue from behind her register. “I didn‟t…I 

didn‟t know they were fraudulent.” 

Charles understood why Beth had been called into her boss‟s office the other night. He knew 

Beth only wanted to help her customers, and he was angry someone would‟ve put her in this 

terrible position and taken advantage of her. 

She dabbed at her face, took in a breath and added, “well, on the bright side, at least I still have 

my job!” 

Charles didn‟t know what words of comfort to offer. 

“I almost lost my job that night, Charles,” she added. “I really had to plead my case that night. I 

begged. I need this job.” 
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“Beth, I‟m very sorry. I wish I knew what to say.” He understood what it was like, to need 

every penny you got. He wished he could fix this for her, do something. 

She smiled. “Thank you.” 

“Listen, I have these coupons for tonight‟s order. I can assure you they are genuine, but I don‟t 

want you to get into trouble-“ 

“Oh these are fine,” she said taking them. “The ones that were fraudulent looked like printable 

coupons. However, I later learned someone had simply copied them.” 

After Charles paid for his order, his receipt print out. But something else happened, too. Next 

to the receipt printer, a little machine with a green light blinked twice before spitting out a 

small piece of paper. 

“Oh! This is also for you,” Beth said, pulling it out and reading it. “Save $1 off your next 

purchase at Albertman‟s! You can use this to save $1 on anything in the store. That‟s a great 

coupon.” 

“Huh? How did I get that?” 

She read it carefully. “According to the fine print, you got it for buying the yogurt.” 

“No kidding…an unadvertised sale,” Charles remembered. This must have been what Emo Tim 

was talking about. So he‟d paid $1 each for the two yogurts, but gotten $1 he could then use 

for anything in the store. In essence, it was like getting the yogurt for $0.50 each. “What‟s this 

called?” 
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“It‟s called a Catalina coupon,” Beth explained. “Sometimes they are advertised in the ad, other 

times, they come as a surprise! Either way, they are triggered by your purchases.” 

 

Charles decided he would check out some of his favorite coupon blogs later that night and see 

if he couldn‟t find out more about Catalina coupons and how they worked. 

 

“Thanks, Beth,” he said, taking the coupon and his receipt. “And hey, I hope things get better 

for you.” 

She nodded. She didn‟t say anything, for fear she‟d start crying again. Instead she waved a hand 

as Charles buttoned his coat and turned out the door to leave. 

Chapter 20: The Meeting 

“Where have you been?” June chided as Charles tried sneaking into his cubicle unnoticed. 

“Harry has been looking for you.” 

It was Tuesday, and so Charles had had his weekly secret Power Meeting with Gary across the 

street at Starbucks. But of course Charles could not provide that explanation to June. No, that 

would never do. June was looking at Charles as if he owed her a personal apology. 

“Uh.,” he stammered. “I had a meeting just now.” 

“Well,” said June, completely unconvinced. “Harry would like to see you.” 

“When?” Charles‟ heart started pounding. 

“Now,” she replied, as if it was obvious. She spun on her heels and headed back towards her 

desk. 
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Charles‟ mind began to race with the possibilities. What if Harry had found out about how he and 

Gary had been leaving the building for unauthorized break times once a week? Or, what if he found out 

that he was dating a coworker and this was against company policy? Or, what if he was in trouble for 

something else entirely? 

 

As nervous as he was, he knew putting it off would only delay the inevitable. Charles stood 

outside of Harry‟s office. Here goes nothing, he thought, knocking the door. 

 

“Come on in,” Harry‟s voice boomed. 

Inside the office, Harry was sitting behind his desk, reading glasses on, and scanning some 

papers. 

“Yes?” Charles asked. 

“So it seems you‟ve been circulating some emails,” Harry began. “Is that true?” 

“About what….?” 

“Brent found this one sitting on the printer the other day…” 

Brent. 

“You sent it to Wayne. It appears there may be more.” 

“Um…?” 

“It‟s about how you could get yogurt for $0.50 at Albertman‟s.” 
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“Well, yes…I did send that…” 

“Why is your face red?” Harry asked, taking off his reading glasses and squinting at Charles. 

“I‟m just a little warm, that‟s all.” 

“About this email,” Harry returned to the subject. “I think there are better ways of using 

company email around here. Do you understand me, Charles?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Harry got up from his chair, and paced his office with Wayne‟s email still in hand, thinking 

aloud. “But Charles, times are hard. I know I had to cut your pay this year, and the pay of many 

of your coworkers, too.” 

Charles nodded, unsure where Harry was headed with this. 

“So, can you explain this to me,” he asked, tapping the papers. “What does this mean?” 

“I‟m sorry, I don‟t quite understand…” 

“This email. How did you get this yogurt for $0.50?” 

Charles was taken off guard by the question. “Oh, that. Simple really. I bought two yogurts. 

They were on sale for $2 each. I used two $1 off coupons-“ 

“You can do that?” 

“Do what?” 
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“Use two coupons?” 

“Yes. I‟m buying two, and the coupons were for $1 off 1. The fine print states limit one per 

item purchased, so I‟m good.” 

“Smart!” Harry seemed interested. Charles couldn‟t believe he was having this conversation 

with the CEO. 

“Well then I got a Catalina for buying two…” 

“A what?” 

“A Catalina. It‟s a coupon that prints at checkout and it saves me a dollar on a future purchase.” 

Harry looked a little lost, but he was intrigued. “Listen, Charles. I don‟t want you emailing your 

coworkers about these matters.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“But I do think what you have to share may be of value.” 

“Really?” 

“I do. And I think it would be a good idea if we had you give a little talk about how to do all 

this,” Harry said, picking up the phone and punching a few numbers. “June….yes. Can you come 

in with my calendar book?….thank you.” 

“I don‟t know, about that…” Charles was saying. 
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“Listen, you seem to know what you‟re talking about,” Harry said. “And I have employees here 

who are struggling. Please, help them. For me.” 

June knocked on the door before opening it. 

“June, I want to schedule a meeting for sometime next week. Employees that are interested 

should meet in the boardroom during lunchtime. Charles is going to give a talk on coupons.” 

Charles could tell June was not fond of the idea, but she dutifully jotted notes in Harry‟s 

calendar. 

“June, go ahead and make a notification to the employees on our Intranet and coordinate the 

details with Charles,” he directed. “Charles, this will be a much better use of your time and 

company time. Any questions?” 

Charles shook his head, stunned. “No, not yet. I‟ll check in with June if I do.” 

That night on the drive home, Charles thought long and hard about that meeting and how 

differently it could‟ve gone. He imagined Brent, trying to get him in trouble over the email he‟d 

sent to Wayne. How it had all backfired! Charles was beginning to feel like things were really 

clicking for him. 

At the last minute, Charles turned his car in the direction of Callie‟s house. He was in a 

spontaneous mood. He wanted to tell her about the meeting with Harry. Maybe she‟d even 

help with employee presentation. He couldn‟t get to her house fast enough! 

The radio began to play “Baby it’s cold outside,” and he turned it up, crooning along at the top of 

his lungs. He remembered the night that song had played at Albertman‟s, and how he and Callie 

had chanced upon each other on the baking aisle. How his life had changed that night! 
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He still didn‟t know all the lyrics to the song, so he hummed and improvised, laughing at his 

own ridiculousness. 

“Ah, but it’s cold outside!” he finished with gusto as he pulled down her street. He thought maybe 

he‟d surprise Callie with a dinner out…or maybe a movie…or maybe…. 

 

Charles stopped the moment his headlights hit her house. There, parked in her driveway was 

the white SUV. BOSSMAN. 

Chapter 21: Crossroads 

Charles felt like he‟d been punched in the stomach. Why was Brent’s car parked in Callie’s 

driveway? Had it really been too good to be true this entire time? He sat there for several 

minutes, trying to come up with a logical explanation. Or what he should do. Charles felt a 

wave of nausea come over him. 

 

Charles had two options. First, he could drive away and forget the whole thing. Forget Callie, 

and the fact he was falling for her. Or, he could confront her and Brent. 

With everything in him, Charles wanted to drive away. It would be the easiest way out. But 

Charles felt like the time had come to finally stand up, and not run away from life‟s difficulties. 

He‟d let Brent, and even perhaps Callie on some level, intimidate him for far too long. 

Charles got out of his car, marched towards Callie‟s door, and knocked hard. 

“Who‟s there?” he heard Callie ask from inside. 

“Charles,” he replied. “Please let me in.” 
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“Charles! Charles, please wait a minute…” 

“Let me in now.” 

He could hear Callie moving items around inside, shutting a door, and running across the 

room. Then it was true, Charles thought, his heart breaking. “Callie!” 

 

Finally, Callie opened the door. Her hair was frazzled, and she was wearing a silk robe over 

yoga pants and a camisole. 

“Charles?” she asked. “Why do you look so upset?” 

“Callie, I can‟t believe you!” he pushed past her, making his way into her living room. She had 

candles lit, and everything looked pretty well put together. Pillows fluffed, books stacked neatly, 

and even a bowl of popcorn on the coffee table. “Where is he?” 

“Who?” Callie asked, shaking. “What are you talking about, Charles?!” 

“You know who I‟m talking about – Brent!” Charles could not believe the level of deceit this 

woman was capable of. “His car is parked in your driveway.” 

“He‟s not here, Charles! Please calm down!” 

Charles looked her in the eye. “I don‟t believe you, Callie!” He began walking through her 

house, opening doors. 

“Have you gone mad?” she screamed after him. “I wouldn‟t cheat on you!” 
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Charles had now opened every door in Callie‟s house. There was no sign of Brent. He was 

beginning to feel foolish, confused. But why was Brent‟s car in her driveway? 

He put his hand on the doorknob to the coat closet. 

“Charles,” Callie lowered her voice. “Charles, look at me. I would not cheat on you. I 

promise.” 

He went to turn the doorknob. 

“What? Do you think I‟m hiding Brent in the coat closet?” 

He considered what Callie was saying. How ridiculous would it be to open the door and find Brent 

hiding behind some coats? Charles wanted to believe Callie, with all his heart he did. But he could 

not fathom a logical explanation for Brent‟s car being in her driveway. 

 

In spite of everything, Charles felt compelled to open the door to the coat closet. What 

happened next came as a shocking surprise. 

Dozens of Albertman‟s plastic bags filled with items spilled out of the closet and landed at 

Charles‟ feet. 

“What….what‟s this?” he leaned down, picking up a bag. Inside were at least ten Manzer razors. 

Callie‟s face dropped. She said nothing. 

“You…” Charles began to put the pieces together. Was it possible Callie had been the 

mysterious shelf clearer all along? “You did this….do you have any idea how long I‟ve been 

looking for one of these?” he was holding a Manzer, incredulous. 
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“Charles…” she began, stammering. 

He began pulling out more and more bags out of her closet. They were filled with 

more Manzer razors, toothbrushes, tuna fish, crackers….pancake mix. “You took all the 

pancake mix! And I let you have that last box!” 

 

“You don‟t understand!” Callie was growing agitated, and reached for some of the bags, 

desperately trying to shove them back into the closet. “Get out of my stuff!” 

But something else had caught Charles‟ eye. A pile of papers on the closet floor. Coupons. He 

picked them up, looking hard at them. “Callie…” 

“Please go,” she said firmly. 

“Callie…did you…copy these?” 

She said nothing. 

Charles remembered Beth, in tears. “Do you know what you‟ve done?” 

“Charles, I can explain.” 

“Try!” Charles could see no possible, rational reason for what Callie had done at this point. 

“Money is tight,” she started. “I needed to find a way to make money….” She struggled to find 

the words. “So I‟ve been buying items for cheap or free with the coupons and reselling them on 

an online auction site.” 

“What?!” 
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“Listen to me,” she continued. “People are happy to buy items for my prices online, and I‟m still 

making a profit.” 

“But you defrauded a store in the process!” 

“But think how many people they‟ve hurt, Charles!” she snapped. “Who can afford those 

prices? It seems to me they asked for it.” 

Charles shook his head, completely stunned. “I just don‟t get this…any of this, Callie…” 

Callie walked over and put her hand on Charles‟ shoulder. “Charles, join me.” 

“No….” 

“Yes, imagine how much we could make together,” she said. “Think about it…” 

“Never!” he said. 

“Listen, there‟s a nice cashier at Albertman‟s. You just make small talk to her, and she‟ll push 

anything through…here‟s our chance to get ahead, Charles.” 

Beth, he thought. The muscles in his face tensed. 

 

“Please, Charles, don‟t be angry…” 

“Callie, I‟m beyond angry,” he said. “Do you realize what you‟ve done? Because of you a good 

person almost lost her job. A very good person.” 

 

Charles turned for the door. “So…explain one more thing to me…” 
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Callie stood there, arms at her side, saying nothing. 

Charles pulled back the curtain to Callie‟s driveway, and pointed outside. “Explain that!” 

Charles wasn‟t sure if Callie looked like she was about to yell or cry. 

“Why, Callie?” 

After a moment, she quietly said. “I needed a bigger vehicle, for my store trips. I asked Brent if I 

could swap cars on the day I do my trips…” 

“I can‟t believe this…” 

“He was happy to help me!” she blurted. 

Charles felt as if he was going to be very sick. All those times Brent had ogled at Callie. No 

wonder he was happy to help. “I‟m done, Callie.” 

“Please, Charles,” Callie was crying. “Please, don‟t go! I promise, I‟ll make things right…” 

He turned and looked at her. Her face was streaked with tears, and she was shaking. She 

wrapped her thin arms around herself. She was still undeniably beautiful. Part of Charles longed 

to run over and embrace her, to put this behind them. He remembered the day he met Callie, 

walking with her down the hallway to the breakroom. How he had longed for this woman, 

hoped for her. Could he now let her go? Let his dream of a future together go? Could he go 

back to being alone again? 

She looked at him, her troubled eyes glistening. “Please, Charles. Please…” 
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And what happened next, his friends would all say, Charles‟ backbone grew three sizes that day. 

“No, Callie. Goodbye.” 

Charles walked out the door and didn‟t look back. 

Chapter 22: The Next Day 

Gary set down his coffee, and sat back in his chair. “Wow…wow, Charles…” 

“Yeah, it was kind of a night, I guess you could say.” 

“Man, I have no words,” he rubbed his chin, and shook his head. “I‟m sorry.” 

Charles nodded, looking out the Starbucks window. It had started to snow that morning, and it 

was beginning to cover the ground. He watched a young couple laugh, holding onto each other 

as they dodged snowflakes on the sidewalk. As the boyfriend held the door to Starbucks open 

for his girl, she leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. 

“Things are already awkward,” Charles rambled. “At work today…I know people have been 

talking.” 

“Well it‟s bound to happen. Just let „em talk and be done with it. It‟ll die down soon enough.” 

“And Callie…” he continued. “How am I supposed to act around her?” 

Gary took a sip of his coffee, thinking. “Here‟s what I think you do. Treat her like your 

coworker.” 

Charles considered what Gary was saying. 
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“Do what you need to do to get your work done,” Gary went on. “But Charles, keep it 

professional.” 

“Trust me, Gary,” Charles sighed. “It‟s over.” 

The young couple were now ordering their coffees, and admiring the pastries through the glass. 

They were holding hands, smiling. Gary could sense Charles was watching them. 

“You‟ll find her.” 

“Who?” Charles asked. “I‟ll find who?” 

“The right girl. Who knows? She might appear when you least expect it…right under your 

nose…” 

“Maybe…” Charles‟ mind drifted. 

“Hey listen, this power meeting is coming fast to a close and there was one final agenda item to 

discuss today.” 

“What‟s that?” Charles tried to focus on what Gary was saying. 

“Coupons!” 

“That‟s an agenda item?” he grinned. 

“It is. Charles, I need to tell you…I‟m sort of excited about this presentation you‟re doing at 

work next week.” 

“Really?” Charles couldn‟t trace any sarcasm in Gary‟s voice. 
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“I am,” he replied. “The wife and I were looking at our budget last night. We really need to 

make some changes. I think this could help.” 

“Gary, it could,” Charles said. “I promise!” 

“I hope so!” Gary took in a final sip of his coffee. “I sure don‟t want to cut my once-a-week 

Starbucks out!” 

Charles always returned to work from their power meetings energized to face the rest of his 

day. He wondered if Brent and Harry felt the same way about their meetings. Charles and Gary 

dashed up the back staircase and started down the hall. They were on just on time to make it 

back to their desks before Harry and Brent would be any the wiser. 

Except today, Brent was in the hallway, leaning over Callie‟s cubicle. He was saying something 

quietly to her, and grinning. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys and handed 

it to her. Callie quickly handed him a different set of keys in exchange. 

“Shoot!” whispered Gary to Charles. “I bet they Brent and Harry didn‟t meet today!” 

 “What do we do?” Charles shot back. 

But before Gary could respond, Brent looked up. “Well, well…where have you two been?” 

It was clear to Charles that Gary was clueless as to how to respond. Charles took the reins. 

“We had a meeting, if you must know,” Charles said. 

“About what?” Brent took a step closer to Charles, looking at the coat in his hand. “You do 

know you‟re on company time, right?” 
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“OK, then, Brent,” he said. “I‟ll tell you what we were talking about, if you tell me why you‟re 

standing here at Callie‟s cubicle, talking to her.” Charles and Callie‟s eyes met briefly, and then 

Callie lowered hers. 

Brent reddened. 

Gary stood, open-mouthed, eyebrows raised, and flashed a smile at Charles. 

It was Callie who broke the silence. “Really, let‟s everyone…let it go…” 

“I can do that, Callie,” he said politely. “Now if you‟ll excuse me, Brent, I‟ll be heading back to 

my cubicle.” 

“Very well…” Brent said, stepping aside. Charles brushed past and as he did, Brent leaned in his 

ear and whispered, “Chucky.” 

“My name is Charles.” 

“Chucky!” 

Charles said nothing, and clenched his jaw. Brent began to laugh, knowing he‟d always have this 

over Charles. He‟d always have this last jab. 

“His name is Charles,” Gary said. “Stop calling him that.” 

“You know what? No!” Brent boomed. “I think I‟m calling him Chucky from here on out!” 

“C‟mon, Brent, just let it go,” Callie pleaded. 

“Why should I?” he laughed. “I‟m calling him Chucky!” 
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“His name is Charles,” an older voice interjected. 

Everyone spun around to see Harry peering out of his office. He was clearly agitated at having 

been interrupted. “Show some respect.” 

Brent nodded quickly. “Yes, Sir,” he mumbled. 

“And for Pete‟s Sake, Brent, pipe down. I‟ve got a conference call in here!” 

After Harry shut the door, Charles gave Brent a “tsk, tsk” sign and Callie a quick nod. Then he 

turned and walked to his cubicle in blissful silence. He sat back in his chair, threw his coat on 

the rack, and smiled. 

Chapter 23: The Final Lesson 

It was Christmas Eve and once again, Charles found himself alone. He looked out his apartment 

window at the snow that was falling in thick drifts in the parking lot. His sister Nan would be 

headed to their parents‟ house by now. They were three states away. Charles tried to recall 

the smell of turkey and sweet potato pie wafting through his mother‟s kitchen. 

A Christmas Story marathon was running on one of the cable channels, and quite frankly, Charles 

had had enough. He clicked the TV off, and flung the remote on the couch. 

 

“It‟s Christmas Eve!” he announced in the empty room. “And I intend to celebrate!” 

He grabbed a package that had just arrived the day before, put on his coat, and braved the 

snow. 
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The drive to Albertman‟s wasn‟t as bad as he‟d anticipated. While the snow was thick, no one 

was on the road. Charles marveled at how beautiful the rows of houses and trees looked, 

frosted over in blankets of snow. He passed by a pond with a footbridge, and the little park that 

months before had been filled with children in their shorts and sneakers. Everything was at still, 

at rest. 

“And to think I might have missed this,” Charles said. 

Except for a couple cars, the parking lot was empty. Charles tucked the package under his arm 

and headed towards the store. Emo Tim was not outside, but that was to be expected. It was 

Christmas Eve, after all. Besides that, it was snowing. And it was quite late. Nonetheless, 

Charles found that he was disappointed by the kid‟s absence. 

Charles rarely drank, but had decided tonight he‟d be festive. He picked up a bottle of 

champagne, looking it over. 

“Some have rebates,” a familiar voice said. 

“Where did you come from?” Charles asked, startled. “I didn‟t see you outside.” 

Emo Tim shrugged. “Snuck in.” Tonight he had changed his black garb for white. White hoodie, 

white skinny jeans, white studded leather belt. Emo Tim had also dyed a white streak in his 

black hair, giving him a look that resembled a skunk. He‟d left his fingernails black, and of course 

there was his thick black guyliner. It was a very striking look. He had also ditched the crutches, 

and was wearing a bootie over his cast. Charles was impressed he hadn‟t heard him clumping 

across the grocery store linoleum. 
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“Rebates?” Charles set down the champagne. “Hey, aren‟t you a little young for these sort of 

deals?” 

“I didn‟t say I‟d done the deal myself.” 

“True…” 

Emo Tim squatted down at the rows of champagne. “Like this one, see this?” He pulled out a 

bottle with a tag attached to the neck. 

Charles took it, and read the form. “OK, nice. Thanks! I‟ve never bothered with rebates, 

before…” 

Emo Tim bristled. “What‟s wrong with you?” 

“Uhhhh…..” 

“Follow me.” 

Even with a cast, Emo Tim was remarkably graceful in his movements. And quick! Charles had a 

hard time keeping up with him. Better hit the gym soon, he thought, struggling to keep up with 

the boy. On this night, Emo Tim had taken Charles to the cookie aisle. 

 

“Look.”  Emo Tim indicated with a quick tilt of his head that Charles was to look at shelf in 

front of him. He knew the drill, and knew better than to ask questions. 

“Let‟s see, Emo Tim,” Charles scanned the rows of chocolate chips, animal crackers, and 

wafers. He stopped when he found a bag of snickerdoodle cookies with a form attached.  
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“This?” 

Emo Tim nodded. “Read it.” 

“It says „try me free‟,” Charles read. “How‟s that?” he carefully unpeeled the form and read 

further. It seemed clear enough. Fill out the form, send a receipt and a UPC and get a check for 

the full amount he paid. “Heh…no kidding…” 

“Don‟t forget this,” Emo Tim produced a dollar off coupon and handed it to Charles. “You‟ll 

pay $3 tonight, but get $4 in the mail. A money maker.” 

“Wow…thanks!” Charles said, taking the coupon. 

Emo Tim smiled, yet Charles sensed something wasn‟t right. 

“What‟s wrong?” 

Emo Tim was reluctant to speak. “It‟s nothing. Nothing. You ever just get sad?” 

“Yeah…yeah, I suppose I do.” Charles thought about Callie. 

“Being emo is all about connecting with how you feel inside,” Emo Tim said, setting a hand on 

Charles‟ shoulder. Charles began to wonder if Emo Tim was trying to convert him. 

“Uh, yeah, but isn‟t being emo about cutting yourself, too?” Charles asked. 

Emo Tim removed his hand from Charles‟ shoulder and pulled back his sleeves. He held out his 

arms for Charles to inspect and turned them over. They were perfect. Unmarked. 
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“Why…why would I cut myself?” Emo Tim asked. His eyes were dark, brooding. Then he 

leaned over and whispered, “I cut coupons, Charles!” 

Charles quietly snickered. Then he looked up at Emo Tim, who was still standing there, looking 

completely serious. The entire thing suddenly seemed overwhelming ridiculous to him. Charles 

began to laugh, and laugh. He laughed like he hadn‟t laughed since he couldn‟t remember when. 

He imagined how this must all look…a 30-something learning how to use coupons from an 

emo kid…Charles couldn‟t stop laughing. 

“I mean…who learns about rebates on Christmas Eve!” he blurted. He laughed more, and 

more. And it felt good. Like a downpour after it‟s been dry for too many days. 

Emo Tim extended bowed his head, closing his eyes. “It‟s good to hear you laugh, Charles.” 

In spite of the smile, Emo Tim still looked sad. 

“Something is wrong,” Charles said, calming himself down. “What is it?” 

Emo Tim paused. “I‟m going, Charles.” 

“What? Going?” Charles couldn‟t imagine Albertman‟s without Emo Tim. 

“My family is moving,” he explained. “I came to say goodbye.” 

Charles was speechless, and shook his head. “Emo Tim…but there‟s still so much I need to 

learn, and so much I want to ask you…” 

Emo Tim smiled gently. “Follow the blogs. They will guide you.” 
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“But….” 

“Charles, it‟s been real,” Emo Tim said, straightening his backpack. “Merry Christmas.” 

Charles nodded, realizing nothing he could say or do would stop Emo Tim from leaving. “Merry 

Christmas, Emo Tim….thank you.” 

Emo Tim reached back and grabbed his iPod from out of the side of his backpack. Just before 

he put the ear buds in he added, “And good luck with that girl.” 

“Who?” 

“The cashier of course!” Emo Tim winked and headed out into the cold. 

Charles stood and watched Emo Tim until he couldn‟t see him anymore, until the very cold and 

snow seemed to envelop him. “Goodbye, old friend,” he whispered. “You‟ll be missed.” 

With champagne and cookies in hand, Charles walked down the aisle and towards the front of 

the store. Checkout lane number nine was lit. And just as he expected, there she was. 

Chapter 24: The Star 

Beth was leaning over the checkout lane, engrossed in a book. 

“Slow night?” he asked. 

“Charles!” she exclaimed, setting the book down. “What are you doing here? It‟s Christmas 

Eve!” 
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He placed the champagne and cookies down on the conveyer belt. “Came to celebrate, I 

suppose.” 

Beth considered the items he was purchasing. “Got a romantic night planned?” 

Charles shrugged. 

“With your girlfriend…?” 

“Ah, she‟s not my girlfriend anymore…” 

“Oh,” Beth lowered her eyes, and quickly added, “I‟m sorry…” 

“Don‟t be,” he said. “It wasn‟t meant to be.” 

Beth tried to focus on scanning in the items, but Charles could see that a smile had crept across 

her face. How had he missed how pretty Beth was? 

 

“I almost forgot,” she said, reaching for something under the counter. “I have something for 

you…it just came today.” 

She pulled out a Manzer 3000 razor. “No kidding,” Charles laughed. “Why, it‟s a Christmas 

miracle!” 

 

“I was so excited when the shipment came in today, I just had to snatch one up and set aside 

for you…” 
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Charles reached into his wallet and pulled out the Manzer 3000 coupon he‟d been hanging onto 

for weeks now. “Manzer coupon…meet Manzer razor,” he said handing it over the counter to 

Beth. 

 

Beth finished the transaction and went to hand Charles his receipt. But as she did so, the little 

machine next to the cash register suddenly beeped its green light. 

“The Catalina machine!” Beth and Charles said simultaneously. The little piece of paper spit out, 

and Beth ripped it off. 

“Charles – you just earned $5 off your next purchase at Albertman‟s – for buying the Manzer!” 

“Seriously?” Charles took the coupon, reading it over. “An unadvertised Catalina! Go figure.” 

“I haven‟t seen that one print before. Must have just started today. Maybe it‟s a good thing you 

didn‟t get that Manzer until tonight!” 

Charles folded the coupon carefully and put it in his wallet. He recalled the events of the past 

few weeks, and how Emo Tim had told him that sometimes the best deals were the one you 

didn‟t find in the ad. 

“What?” Beth smiled, tilting her head at Charles slightly. 

“I have something for you.” 

Charles took the package out from under his arm, and handed it to Beth. 

“What‟s this?” 
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“A Christmas present, of course.” 

 “Charles…?” Beth was both surprised and flattered. 

“Open it!” Charles‟ eyes lit up, eager for her to see what was inside. 

Beth quickly worked through the layers of tissue paper. “The Coupon Project,” she read aloud.  

 

“Charles! It‟s your photo coupon book! You remembered!” 

 

“I did,” Charles said. “I loved your idea. I wanted to order a second one for you. To thank 

you.” 

Beth was moved. Her face was soft, and radiant. “Thank you, Charles. It‟s perfect!” 

Charles motioned for her to read more. “See, Beth…look at this page. Here I share how to 

stack coupons…” he flipped a few more pages ahead for her. “And here‟s how to find tearpad 

and blinkie coupons…” 

“This is great,” Beth said. “Seriously…really great.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yeah, Charles,” her eyes scanned the pages, taking it in. “You should write a book.” 

“I did…this one!” 

“No,” she said. “You should have a book published. That teaches people how to do this.” 
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“Thanks,” he said. Charles couldn‟t imagine doing anything other than what he presently did. 

Work in an office 9 to 5. Sure, he might climb the corporate ladder a bit. But doing something 

completely outside of the box like writing a book? The idea was both fascinating and terrifying 

at the same time. 

“I know you could do it,” Beth was sincere, and Charles knew it. She admired him, and it was a 

feeling that began to awaken something new in Charles. 

Beth was now on the last page of the photo book. “Charles, what‟s this?” 

Charles took the photo book from Beth. He could not believe what he was seeing. The caption 

read, “thanks most of all to my friend and faithful coupon mentor: Emo Tim.” The picture 

showed the sidewalk and the bench outside of Albertman‟s. But there was one thing missing 

from the picture. 

“How…” he muttered. “I don‟t get this, Beth…” 

“What?” 

“I took this picture…there was a kid in it…an emo kid…” 

“I don‟t understand…?” 

Charles grabbed for his phone and began to scroll through his photos. “I took that photo with 

this phone. There is an emo kid doing a wacky pose. He‟s the one that taught me how to 

coupon…” 

Charles found the photo. It looked exactly like the photo in the book Beth was now holding. 



99 | P a g e  
 

“I swear, Beth, the photo had this kid, this emo kid, doing a crazy pose…he taught me how to 

coupon….” 

Beth looked at him questioningly. 

“Beth…he used to hang out in front of the store all the time, he rode a skateboard…” 

“Oh, but there‟s no skateboarding allowed out there! My manager makes sure of that!” 

“But…” 

“Trust me, if there had been a skateboarder? We would‟ve known…” 

Charles put his phone back in his pocket, shaking his head. “I can‟t believe this…” 

Charles covered his face with his hands. Was he hallucinating? Had he gone mad? What was 

happening to him…and why? He felt as if the room was beginning to spin. 

 

But Beth was unshaken. “Charles…” Beth said calmly. “Tell me, this emo kid…did he help 

you?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

“So, you would say your life is better, for having known him?” 

“Definitely!” 

“Well then, I think you encountered a Christmas angel.” 
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Beth hadn‟t laughed at Charles. She hadn‟t called him crazy. She hadn‟t dismissed what he‟d 

experienced. She‟d believed in him. 

“Maybe so, Beth,” Charles said nodding, trying to take everything in. “I wouldn‟t know how else 

to explain it.” 

Charles thought back to the first time he‟d met Emo Tim. He‟d seemed real enough. But maybe 

there was some validity to Beth‟s theory. For instance, the little matter of how Emo Tim kept 

popping up at all the right times and places. And his uncanny ability to pinpoint virtually every 

deal in the store at a given time. Perhaps Beth was right after all.  

Suddenly, something caught Charles‟ attention out of the corner of his eye. He glanced up and 

out the store‟s foggy windows. There, standing outside in the snow, was an emo kid, dressed all 

in white. His face was sad, yet he was smiling. He lifted a single hand at Charles, and cocked his 

head back slightly. 

“Beth…Beth! There he is!” without thinking, Charles turned back, and grabbed Beth‟s hand. 

But when they got to the window, all that remained was the snow, falling silently and 

accumulating in soft piles on the grocery store parking lot. 

“He was there…” Charles said. 

But Beth wasn‟t looking out the window. She was looking down at her hand, still clasped to 

Charles‟. Charles looked down, too, surprised at how natural his hand felt in hers. Had Beth 

been here, all along? How could he have missed her? 
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Christmastime is here, happiness and cheer… the classic Charlie Brown Christmas song began 

over the grocery store loudspeaker. Fun for all, that children call, their favorite time of year… 

 

“Hmmmm,” Beth said, closing her eyes and drinking in the moment. “I‟ve always loved that 

song.” 

“Me too,” Charles smiled. And he was still holding her hand. 

Although they were unaware of it, there was a star that was shining a little bit brighter than the 

others high above Albertman‟s grocery store that Christmas Eve night. And then in an instant, it 

exploded into light and blazed across the dark night sky. 

The end. 

E 
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Epilogue 

Charles led several wildly successful coupon classes for his coworkers. Word spread, and he 

was asked to teach coupon classes to other groups and non-profit organizations. 

He left his office job to launch a full-time business teaching others how to coupon. 

A year later, Charles finished his book, The Coupon Project, which became a New York Times 

Bestseller. Gary left his job to become Charles' publicist. 

Charles was invited on a final episode of Oprah, where he proposed to Beth. She said yes. 

Callie was found guilty of coupon fraud and is currently serving out a jail time sentence.  

Brent never called Charles "Chucky" again.  

As for Emo Tim? Well, you never know when or where he might pop up. So if you see a young 

emo lad skate up to you, and offer to help you with coupon tips, let him. And tell him that 

Charles says hello. 
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