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one

Monday, March 14, 10:00 a.m.

“Excuse me, could you repeat that?” Beads of perspiration dotted Alina Marlow’s face. Her heart pounded in her ears, and her stomach did a wild twist. Surely she misunderstood the announcement. She moistened her lips and peered into her boss’s face.

Fred Lineman, owner of Flash Communications, rose from his leather executive chair. He cleared his throat and coughed, the telltale sign of his heavy smoking days. Lines in his tanned face, which Alina hadn’t noticed before, were the characteristics of a weathered old man. Granted, he’d experienced some health issues, but when had this happened?

“Alina, and the rest of you,” he said, glancing around the paneled boardroom, “I know this comes as quite a shock, and I assure you my decision did not come without a good deal of deliberation, many sleepless nights, and much prayer. I’d like to explain the buyout in more detail.” He reached for the pitcher and poured a glass of water. His hand trembled.

Alina observed his uncharacteristic behavior, but the questions blaring across her mind demanded answers. “Why weren’t we informed of this earlier?” The moment the words left her mouth, she regretted her selfish attitude. Fred needed support from his leadership team, not criticism from a key member.

“Because there was nothing any of you could do.” Fred set the glass on the table. His pallor alarmed her, especially with his recent heart attack and his failure to lose any substantial amount of weight. “For some time now, the residents and business owners here in Radisen have pressed me to expand our services to include such things as high-definition TV, high-speed Internet, voice services, and home security. You’ve heard their complaints and requests just as I have. We’ve sat in this very room and discussed each issue. Several months ago, I began to investigate our options and resigned myself to the facts at hand. I had to either make a major investment into Flash or find a company that could better serve our customers. In addition, my doctor and my wife are insisting I retire.” He glanced around the boardroom, briefly making eye contact with every employee present. “We are a small-town business. Even if retirement wasn’t in the picture, I’d need to do what’s best for our customers. This means a buyout from Neon Interchange, a global company equipped with the latest technology.”

“What does Neon’s buyout mean for us?” asked James Ferguson, the installation foreman. Since James was known for defending his men and having a quick temper, his reddened face came as no surprise.

Alina shifted in her chair. James, don’t lose it. I want to know what this means for me, too.

“I’m not completely sure what the takeover will entail, but on Friday you’ll have the opportunity to pose your questions to Neon’s regional director. He and I will be working in a closed session tomorrow through Thursday to discuss the details and procedures.”

“When will Neon officially take over?” Alina swallowed hard. I can’t lose control of my emotions here.

The older man looked grim, and why not? He’d started Flash Communications in his garage and watched it grow into a viable business. His chest rose and fell with a deep sigh. “I’d estimate about three months. You’ll know more at Friday morning’s meeting.”

“Will we lose our jobs?” asked Deidre Blackman, Alina’s dear friend and secretary.

“It’s possible some of you might need to seek different employment.” Fred’s concerned gaze swept around the room as though he spoke to family.

James tossed his pencil across the mahogany table. “Great. Radisen is certainly not known as a hub of job opportunities, unless you want to take to fishing on the Ohio River.”

“I’m sorry, folks,” Fred said. “I’m not happy about this either. What I want you to understand is that this didn’t come easy for me.” He gathered up the file folder before him. “Please save the rest of your questions until the meeting on Friday. I want to give you accurate information.” He nodded and left the meeting—a first for the otherwise personable owner of Flash Communications, who never left the boardroom before his employees.

Two sealed boxes of donuts sat in the middle of the table. Full pitchers of water and two decanters of the finest coffee hadn’t been touched. Stunned, Alina allowed Fred’s announcement to settle into her brain. The frustration she’d tried to mask at the beginning of the meeting now surfaced to a near boil. How could he spring this news on them without some type of warning? He’d always been open and honest about the company’s dealings. Board meetings were a time to toss around ideas, discuss customers’ problems, and brainstorm about how to better serve the community. As a solid Christian, Fred began each session with prayer for guidance and wisdom. Obviously he’d elected to forgo any direction with this decision. A man of God—a good shepherd—took care of his people; he didn’t shove them out of their livelihood.

Alina willed herself to calm down. Anger and misguided thoughts didn’t solve a thing. She heard the others grumbling but didn’t want to discuss any of the new information with them, especially with her frenzied emotions. Besides, none of them had answers—only questions ushered in by all the fears involved with a potential job loss. No doubt they all felt betrayed, like she did. The big guns had won again; advanced technology and more money to buy out the smaller companies had the advantage.

Alina heard her name, and she peered up into Deidre’s tiny face. Of Vietnamese and American descent, Deidre possessed tremendous beauty. But her inward beauty came from a deep love for the Lord and those around her. Of all the staff, Deidre held the trophy for true employee loyalty: ever faithful, always kind, and full of optimism. Right now, Alina didn’t want to hear any generous statements about Neon Interchange or Flash Communications, neither did she want to be placated into thinking all was right with the world.

“I’m a little upset right now.” Alina shook her head. If only she could dispel the doubts and worries plaguing her mind.

Deidre touched her arm. “I understand. When you’re ready, we can talk. This will work out; wait and see.”

Alina bit back a nasty remark. Deidre didn’t deserve a dose of Alina’s wrath, and neither did Fred. “There has to be a solution. The idea of looking for another job petrifies me. And I wonder what I’d do without a paycheck to support Anna.”

“If I say God will provide a way, it will only upset you.” Deidre toyed with her watch, then gathered up her laptop.

“I’m sorry. I know you and Clay have your parents to support—along with providing for your children. You, of all people, understand how critical this is. I’m not doubting God; I simply wish He’d warn us about setbacks.”

Deidre nodded. “This is a stretch for my faith, too.” She raised her shoulders and smiled. “I have brothers and sisters to help with my parents’ care. Anna just has you.”

Alina would make sure Deidre had a box of chocolates and a bouquet of daisies on her desk before the day ended, along with a note of apology. Friends didn’t treat friends without love and respect.

Thoughts of Alina’s mentally challenged twin sister raced through her mind. She’d taken on the financial burden of Anna’s care since high school days when her mother’s limited income failed to support the expensive facility, and Alina didn’t take her responsibility lightly. The concerns weren’t about herself; she’d find another job and get by. But with the possibility of her losing her job and of her sweet sister no longer obtaining excellent medical care …

I’m second in command here. There’s no danger of me losing my job. I’m important to this company. Fred tells me so all the time. I need to relax. I’m overreacting.

With an air of determination, Alina powered down her laptop and left the boardroom. Whether Fred wanted to talk or not, she intended to discuss this ludicrous idea. She could pick up the slack, and he could cut his work hours in half. She’d make it work. She knew how.

Fred’s closed office door should have deterred her, but Alina needed answers before Friday. Company protocol stood in second place when it came to friendship. She had to offer assistance and find a way to save Flash from the hard tactics of big business.

Confrontation is healthy medicine. Clears the air and gets rid of the junk that smells. This will work out.

Ignoring Fred’s secretary, she knocked lightly on his door and stepped inside without waiting for permission. Closing the door behind her, Alina drew in a sharp breath. Fred’s face was buried in his hands, while his Bible lay open on his desk. The impulse to leave him to his privacy nudged at her spirit, but she simply couldn’t. Not today. Not this issue.

“Alina.” He failed to look up. “My door is closed. That means no one is to interrupt me.”

“I have an idea.” Her voice shook, ripping apart her confidence.

“Believe me. I’ve played out every scenario imaginable. I have to retire, and I have to sell Flash.”

“But, Fred—”

“What part of ‘Do not disturb” do you not understand?”

His sharp response startled her. “I’m sorry, Fred, but I can’t leave until I have a few answers.”

He stared up into her face. Weariness cemented lines in his face, leaving no doubt as to his sixty-three years. “I don’t have any more to say than you’ve already heard. Now please leave me alone.”

Still holding on to the laptop cradled in her arms, she braved forward. “I believe you haven’t worked through all the options. I think you’re hiding something from the rest of us. This isn’t fair. We could have helped with a solution.”

Fred’s fist pounded against his desk. “Never, Alina, never in all the years I have known you have I ever stated that you were out of line. Flash Communications is my business, and what I do with it isn’t your concern. You, above everyone here, should know how I feel about this company.”

The words stung. Fred and his wife, Marta, had been like parents to her. They’d shared holidays, company outings, church pews, prayer requests, and countless hours riding horses on their property. Still, the need to have matters resolved propelled her into the questions jarring her senses. “Why do we have to let a global company come in and take over things? We’re handling our customers just fine by ourselves.”

Silence—and the scent of Fred’s old-fashioned lime aftershave—wafted around the room. She waited, not moving from her stance near the door or slipping into a chair in front of his mammoth wooden desk. The laptop in her arms felt heavy, cumbersome.

“We are not properly taking care of our customers. We don’t have the capital to spend on a new infrastructure that is necessary to deliver the expanded services our customers are demanding and deserve. With Neon’s money and expertise, Flash will be able to provide the latest technology available in the industry.” His voice rose, and the creases in his forehead deepened. “Alone, it would take us years of increasing our rates to recoup the money required for such an upgrade to our network. The economy is such that the banks just won’t go out on a limb and loan us the necessary funds. None of this touches on what my work schedule is doing to my health. My wife deserves to have a husband during her retirement instead of spending her old age as a widow.”

At last she understood. Fred had no choice. Selling Flash was killing him as much as it tormented her. The realization caused her to choke back sobs. I’m so selfish. All I’m thinking about is my own problems. “I apologize,” she whispered. “I’ve been wallowing in self-pity over the buyout and forgetting what this company really means to you.”

“Alina, I sincerely don’t know who will have a job and who won’t.”

“Of course.” She reached for the doorknob. “I’ll save the rest of my questions for Friday. I’m really sorry.” Without another word, she left the room and walked down the hall to her office. Neon Interchange. I hope they’re not out to bleed the life out of everyone here. I’m scared, really scared.

The people of Radisen had gotten along just fine without all the extras. Why start now? They were a small town with good country folk as customers. A rash of new indignation surged through her body. She wanted to tell every one of those citizens that their demands had forced a family-owned business into a buyout—and placed a wonderful man’s health at risk. Fred’s work schedule resembled the hours of two men half his age. He knew every facet of the business and had the customers’ files memorized. His tireless work in the community—from volunteering his time and money, making donations to worthwhile charities, and visiting shut-ins at the hospital on Sunday afternoon—was a part of Fred Lineman.

Alina wanted to fix it all. The thought of her friends losing their source of income made her ill. Maybe if they all supported Fred and demonstrated optimism, Neon might decide to keep them all. For starters, she’d send a mass e-mail to all the employees urging them to work together as a team.

She stopped at Deidre’s desk. “I’m springing for lunch today—for everyone in the office. Order out for pizza. I refuse to allow bad attitudes to spread in here like poison ivy.”

“Your discussion with Fred must have paid off.”

“Not exactly. I’ve been hit with a case of guilt for my insensitive response to Fred. He deserves better than my sarcasm—even if I don’t end up with a job.”


two

Monday, 6:00 p.m.

Once Alina left work for the day, she drove to visit Anna in the picturesque facility for the mentally challenged. The drive to the home, nestled in southern Ohio, featured winding roads lined with oak and pine trees. She munched on a grilled chicken sandwich and fries while she enjoyed the passing scenery. The setting always relaxed her and took the spin off the day’s hectic pace, but this evening was especially hard. She tried to relax her hold on the steering wheel while envisioning spring wildflowers in the weeks ahead instead of the snow that was piling up at the sides of the road. March—in like a lion, out like a lamb, drifted across her mind.

She pressed the window button and let the cool air bathe her face. Freeing best described the sensation, as though all her troubles had vanished. No longer was she Alina Marlow, business executive, sometimes sharp and sometimes temperamental, the woman who worked overtime without pay and battled servicemen to fill work orders. Here, whizzing down the road with the wind blowing back her hair, she almost believed her world had been liberated from problems.

A sign indicating the turnoff for Homeward Hills prompted Alina to take a right. She reached for the stuffed rabbit on the seat beside her. Anna loved soft things. She’d cuddle them to her cheek and giggle. Sweet Anna … Her oblivion to reality seemed like a blessing. Anna had not progressed since the date of her accident when the girls were three years old. In many ways she’d digressed even younger, and childhood toys and treats pleased her the most.

A few moments later, Alina parked her car in the visitor area and snatched up Anna’s rabbit. A chill wrapped around her with the sun settling into the west, and she pulled her coat tighter. All of the day’s happenings suddenly washed over her like threatening storm clouds. Spring was supposed to be the season of hope and the anticipation of new life, but not this year, not with Neon taking over Flash Communications. For the moment, Alina felt reasonably secure in her job. I’m practically indispensable. She cringed at the thought. How futile.

At times like these, she envied those who lived inside the rustic-looking facility, without the bothersome worries plaguing the rest of the world. The lodge effect, with the abundance of trees, gave comfort to those who had loved ones dwelling there.

The elderly receptionist inside Homeward Hills greeted Alina by name. “Your sister is in the group room.”

“Thanks. I’ll find her.” At the entrance of the huge area designated for games and visitation, Alina stood in the doorway and watched a staff member feed her sister applesauce. In addition to her obvious mental challenges, Anna spent her waking hours in a wheelchair and was slowly going blind in her left eye.

Her dark-haired twin made laughing sounds. Anna’s speech lacked many words, but Alina had learned to distinguish what many of her sister’s vocalizations meant. At first, she didn’t want to disrupt her sister’s snack. Anna looked serene, almost radiant in her childlike mannerisms. The top and sides of her long, wavy hair, thick like Alina’s, had been brushed back and captured in a ponytail. Anna glanced up, and a wide smile spread across her face.

Alina strode across the room and embraced the joy of her existence. “Hey, pretty girl,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you.”

Anna giggled, then turned to the attendant and opened her mouth for another bite of applesauce.

“I’d like to feed her,” Alina said.

The attendant nodded and kissed the top of Anna’s head before relinquishing the plastic spoon to Alina. Her sister’s eyes widened, and she attempted to clap her hands. Alina pulled a chair next to her sister. “Oh, my sweet, sweet girl. I love you so much.”
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Tuesday, 7:45 a.m.

Every Tuesday morning at Flash began with a Bible study before work. Alina had never known Fred to miss one, until today. Once again the boardroom filled with employees, but the normal hum and laughter had vanished since yesterday’s session. Donuts sat untouched on the table. Perhaps these were left over from yesterday.

“I think I’ll pass on Bible study.” James reached for the coffee. “Not into it today.”

Alina searched for words to encourage and persuade the man. “I’m not in the mood either. I don’t think any of us are, except now is the time when we do need to delve into God’s Word.”

James crossed his arms over his thick chest. “Who’s leading it? You?”

Before Alina could answer, Deidre cleared her throat. “Fred phoned me last night and asked me to take over this morning,” she said. “And since I didn’t have time to prepare, I thought we’d read Psalm 139 and do prayer requests.”

“They’d all be the same request,” James said.

“Maybe so.” Deidre poured a cup of coffee and opened the donut box. “And if that’s the case, we can all pray for each other.”

Most of the group stayed, except James and a woman from accounting.

“I understand how they feel,” Alina said a few moments later, “because I’m angry, too. The idea of praying for the Neon executive with Fred makes me physically ill. He’s charting our future, and we’re nothing more than names and numbers.” She took a deep breath. “But I will do what pleases God—and pray my attitude improves.”

“I caught a glimpse of him in Fred’s office,” Deidre said. “He didn’t look like the enemy.”

“Satan never does.”
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Friday, 8:00 a.m.

Alina thought she’d burst before Friday’s meeting with the executive from Neon Interchange. Fred and Mr. In-Charge had met somewhere away from Flash for the past three days, which thoroughly infuriated her. She wanted to size up this fellow and make her own observations before the meeting. In truth, she wanted an opportunity to corner him about a few pertinent matters—like job stability for herself and the others.

“Thirty minutes until the meeting.” Deidre plopped down a cream-filled buttermilk donut and black coffee on Alina’s cluttered desk.

“You’re a doll.” Alina watched the steam rise from the granite blue cup with Flash Communications’ logo stamped on the side. Oh, how she needed the extra caffeine this morning. “You know I can’t resist coffee and a good donut.”

Deidre grinned. “I thought about bringing you stroganoff from last night’s dinner, but Clay ate it all before going to bed.”

“My kind of guy.” Alina licked a dollop of chocolate cream filling from the corner of her mouth. Guilt suddenly assailed her, and she laid the donut on a napkin. “Listen, Deidre, I’ve been a real bear this week.”

“Understandably so,” her friend replied. “This has been rough on all of us.”

“No excuse. I apologize for every time I’ve been short and totally out of line. Please forgive me. That’s not the way friends treat each other, and I claim to be a Christian.”

“It’s okay, really.” Deidre smiled. “Besides, it made for interesting conversation around the dinner table. Clay couldn’t wait to hear the next episode with all the juicy details.”

Alina nearly rose from her chair. “You what?”

“I’m teasing.” Deidre laughed and pushed back her shoulder-length black hair. “But I had you going.”

“Only for a minute.” Alina shook her head. “I was beginning to detest myself. Unfortunately, my resolve to improve my attitude hasn’t been successful.”

“A few more minutes and you’ll have some answers.”

Alina gripped the coffee cup. “Not so sure I want to hear Neon’s plans, but since my job is on the line, I’ll be firing questions and comments left and right.”

“Nothing new there.” Deidre glanced through the window to the outer office area. “There’s Fred, and I recognize the man from Tuesday morning. Come see for yourself. Both are smiling. Good sign.”

Alina moved to the doorway to catch a glimpse of the two men. She shivered, and a moan escaped her lips. No. This can’t be happening. “There must be a mistake.” Ryan Erikson.
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Ryan knew he’d have to face Alina sooner or later. He preferred later. When he learned she worked for Flash Communications and was the key person to assist him through the transition, he wanted to resign and take the first flight out to some desolate place in northern Russia. At the sight of her, the past six years vanished and the old tug at his heart pounded out his longing. Her dark hair, tucked professionally behind her ears, and her glowing complexion were reminders of her love for the outdoors. Instantly he found himself propelled back to another time, and his emotions surfaced. Striking as ever. She lifted her chin. Challenging as ever. He caught her attention, and even from a distance, he felt the coldness. The idea of battling her bitterness over this takeover left a vile taste in his mouth. He remembered her stubbornness and the pent-up little girl inside. He also remembered the good times between them. Someday he’d confront her as to why she broke off their relationship. But not today.

Today he’d present Neon’s business arrangement to the employees of Flash Communications and hope none of them followed him back to his hotel. Their jobs were in jeopardy, their lives about to be altered. All of the training Neon Interchange had provided still didn’t prevent the sinking feeling he experienced when he had to break unpleasant news—and do so with professionalism. He didn’t dare let them see how he ached for those who would lose their jobs. How many times had a wife or husband phoned and begged him to reconsider? He could do little but pray for those affected by job loss.

“Thanks for paving the way for me,” Ryan said to Fred. “That makes my job a little easier.”

“They’ve had a few days to digest the buyout,” Fred said. “I know you’ve done this type of thing before, but as I said yesterday, these folks are more like family than employees.”

“From what little bit I know of you, I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

Fred expelled a heavy sigh. “And from what I know about you, I can see you’re going to do everything possible to help them through the transition.”

“Business negotiations are one thing.” As they moved closer to the meeting area, Ryan sensed the growing hostility. “But a heartless executive is never what I want to be.”

“I explained the reasons for the change, but I know some didn’t hear a word I said.” He greeted a young woman as she passed by. “For me, retirement is something I’ve considered since my heart attack. I feel a mixture of responsibility to these folks and my love for my family. I’m selfish, too. I want all of them to be happy and to make a good living. Christian ethics play a major role, too.”

“I wish every situation like this one had a Christian in charge. Sure makes it easier to work through the process.”

“Well, there is obstacle number one, my right-hand lady, Alina Marlow,” Fred said. “Highly qualified, like a daughter to me, and very hurt about this buyout. I haven’t had the time to talk to her like I wanted, but she knows it’s inevitable. The sooner you soothe her concerns, the sooner the rest of the employees will follow her leadership.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Fred ushered the way into a small boardroom where water and coffee had been set in the middle of the table. The room held an icy blast.

“Feels like someone has the AC on instead of the heat.” Fred frowned. “Sure hope that wasn’t done on purpose.”

Ryan chuckled. “Wouldn’t be the first time. We might as well get started.”

He watched the employees of Flash Communications file into the room and seat themselves around a large rectangular table. Extra chairs lined the far end of the room, against the wood-paneled wall. Silence—the usual greeting—grated against his nerves. The employees appeared frightened, and a few looked downright hostile. He’d feel the same in their shoes.

Fred stood, and the room quieted. “Folks, this is Ryan Erikson from Neon Interchange.” Fred’s bearing demanded attention. “He is in charge of communications between Flash and his company, and he is the director of the transition process. As you already know, for the past few days Ryan and I have been talking about the best way to complete this transition. I’ve grown to appreciate his professionalism and call him a friend. I am counting on you for cooperation and giving 100 percent of your abilities, just as you’ve always done for me.”

Ryan took his place beside Fred and shook his hand. He waited while the former owner of Flash sat down beside Alina, knowing the formal courtesy showed his and Neon’s utmost respect for the company’s owner.

“I imagine most of you are filled with questions about what this buyout means to you. I’m here to provide answers to the best of my ability. Neon Interchange wants to make this transition as smooth as possible. We understand your need to keep your jobs and your desire to avoid any unpleasantness during the next three months. Eliminating positions is not our goal, but effective and economical business practices are our focal point.

“Our goal is to provide this great community with the service and technology of larger metropolitan cities. These services will include high-definition TV, additional channels, wireless Internet, security monitoring, and computer-integrated telephone systems. Neon has the capital to upgrade the hardware and software necessary to bring these services to Radisen. In advance, we’ll bring in a team who will train you on how to use the new technology prior to deployment. This way you’ll be prepared to answer customers’ questions and solve any problems related to the new services.

“In addition, employee benefits will exceed those already in place here at Flash Communications. As Neon Interchange employees, you’ll have access to new dental and vision plans, plus improved medical programs to choose from. Neon also has a great profit-sharing program and a 401(k) with company matching funds up to 6 percent of your gross wages, as well as other retirement benefits.

“We’re all on the same team now, and I look forward to getting to know each of you as we progress through this three-month transition period. I’d be happy to answer your questions now.”

A man lifted his hand. “My name is James Ferguson. I’m the installation foreman. How many of our jobs will be eliminated?”

Ryan nodded. “Good question, and I wish I had the answer this morning. We’ve already identified some positions that will no longer be necessary or will be filled by Neon personnel out of necessity. Those employees affected will be notified privately as soon as possible. Other positions in question will be evaluated over the next several weeks.”

“Will you be doing the evaluation and deciding who stays and who is booted out?” James asked.

“I will be making the recommendations; however, the final decision rests with Neon.”

“How special.” James narrowed his eyes and shot Ryan a venomous glance. “How soon will we know?”

“Depends on the job and how quickly we all work through the transition. Quality service personnel are needed regardless of the buyout. You and I will talk privately about your team of installers and their qualifications.” The mixture of fearful and angry looks he received tugged at Ryan’s conscience, but he’d long since been schooled in keeping a professional demeanor.

An Asian woman wiped a tear from her eye; she was Deidre Blackman, the secretary he’d seen at the desk outside Alina’s office.

“Neon does offer a severance package for key individuals. I will have that information available for those affected in writing next week. What is important to remember is to continue your jobs as always. Fred or I will notify you if something changes.”

“What about relocation?” a young man asked.

“That is also a possibility.”

“To Columbus?” Alina asked—her first verbal communication since Ryan opened the meeting to questions. She sat back in her chair as though she were in charge. How well he knew her facade, especially when she wanted to cover her emotions.

“Not necessarily. We have offices around the country and in Canada, Germany, and Denmark. If a position is available, any of you are invited to apply.”

“If we want to discuss this transition with you privately, is there a problem?” The sarcasm lacing Alina’s words were grim reminders of the past.

“No problem. I understand Deidre Blackman will be assigned to me during this time, and anyone who wishes to see me can make an appointment with her.” He nodded at Deidre and smiled. “She and I have time scheduled right after lunch to go over procedures and establish when those appointments should be made.”

“Deidre is my secretary,” Alina said.

Whoa. Got her riled now. “Let’s talk right after this meeting. I won’t have too many things for her, and I think we can both utilize her abilities without overworking her in the process.”

Alina said nothing, but he had a strong feeling their meeting would be reminiscent of their college days just prior to graduation.

“Where is your office?” James asked.

“I will be sharing space with Alina Marlow.” From the corner of his eye, he saw her stiffen. Fred should have told her about the arrangement, and for a moment he felt sorry for her. Everything about this takeover had to be tough. “If there are no more questions, I’d like to turn this meeting back over to Fred.” Ryan paused, and when no one spoke he added, “Thank you for your attention, and I appreciate your cooperation.”

Fred clasped his hand on Ryan’s shoulder before addressing the group. “I’d like to thank all of you for your attendance. None of this is easy, but I’m counting on you to support Ryan. I, too, am available to discuss the buyout and help with the transition in any way I can.” As he spoke, the owner of Flash Communications projected the same confidence that Ryan had seen over the past few days. “I’d like to end this meeting with a personal request. Let’s show Neon Interchange why and how Flash Communications has been successful here in Radisen, and let’s work together to give our customers the expanded services they’ve been asking for. Thank you.” When Fred stepped aside, the employees stood and began working their way toward the door.

Now was the time for Ryan and Alina to talk about her involvement in the days ahead and Deidre’s role. He’d rather face the rest of the employees in a dark alley.
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