
Coronavirus hits local 
restaurants and  
retailers, as business 
owners try to adapt
BY CODY MELLO-KLEIN

As the number of con-
firmed cases of COVID-19 
coronavirus has increased 
across the country, in the re-
gion and in the city, people 
have had to adjust to a new 
way of life.

Streets and grocery store 
shelves have emptied, schools 
and offices have shut down 
and large gatherings have 
been cancelled. The rapid 
changes have hit local busi-
ness owners especially hard, 
with new challenges popping 
up every day as federal and 

state guidelines seemingly 
change by the minute.

As of the Times’ print 
deadline, there were five 
positive cases of coronavi-
rus in Alexandria, accord-
ing to the Alexandria Heath 
Department, and 77 positive 
cases statewide. Gov. Ralph 
Northam (D-VA) held a press 
conference on Tuesday, de-
claring a public health emer-
gency in Virginia.

Northam also announced 
that the state would follow 
the federal guideline of pro-
hibiting public gatherings 
of more than 10 customers 
in restaurants, fitness cen-
ters and theaters. However, 

Governor prohibits busi-
nesses from allowing 
more than 10 customers
BY MISSY SCHROTT

The number of COVID-19 
coronavirus cases in the 
United States continues to 
increase, with five reported 
in Alexandria.

As of Tuesday evening, 
there are 162 confirmed cas-
es of coronavirus in Virginia, 
Maryland and D.C., according 
to the Washington Post. Vir-
ginia has reported 77 of those 
cases, including two deaths, 
according to the Virginia 

Department of Health. Both 
deaths were men in their 70s, 
one from York County who 
died on Monday and one from 
James City County who died 
on Saturday.

As the pandemic esca-
lates, the region has entered 
an increasing state of shut-
down. On Tuesday morning, 
Gov. Ralph Northam (D-VA) 
issued an order prohibiting 
restaurants, fitness centers 
and theaters from operating 
with more than 10 patrons. 
Violation of the order is a 
criminal offense, according 
to a news release. 

Alexandria cases
The Alexandria Health 

Department has reported 
five COVID-19 cases in Alex-
andria. There have been no 
deaths by COVID-19 reported 
in Alexandria.

AHD reported the first 
case on March 11, the second 
case on March 14 and the fi-
nal three in a news release on 
Tuesday evening. 

The first two Alexandria 
cases are connected to other 
known cases of COVID-19 in 
Washington D.C. 

The first case is an Al-

exandria resident who had 
been in close contact with a 
D.C. resident associated with 
Christ Church of Georgetown. 
The D.C. resident had spent 
time at the Immanuel Chap-
el of the Virginia Theological 
Seminary in Alexandria.

The second case is an Al-
exandria resident who attend-
ed a conference in D.C. on Feb. 
25 and came in close contact 
with someone later confirmed 
to have COVID-19, according 
to AHD. After the conference, 
the resident immediately de-
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The meat aisle at the Old Town Safeway on Monday. With increased demand for essentials, grocery stores 
have struggled to keep meat, paper products, bottled water and cleaning supplies on the shelves.
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www.thelittletheatre.com

600 Wolfe St, Alexandria  |   703-683-0496 

Join Little Theatre for a funny 
and affectionate comic romp that 
takes the audience behind the 
scenes as three writers craft one of 
the most beloved screenplays of 
all time, “Gone with the Wind.”

Moonlight and Magnolias
FEB. 29 – MAR. 21

Disclaimer: There will be peanuts used on 
stage for this production.

A local favorite for 36 years!
breakfast • lunch • dinner

3648 King St. | 703-671-0250
Bradlee Shopping Center

Does Your Dog Need a Break?

Package rates 
available!

Dog Walks      Potty Breaks      Exercise      Mental Stimulation      Play

Schedule a consultation today!
571-438-2323      PassionatelyPets.com

We offer 15, 30, or 60 minute visits!

Ask about our puppy packages!

Northam encouraged busi-
nesses to continue to offer 
carryout and delivery op-
tions for customers. 

“We hadn’t seen much of a 
change in sales until Saturday, 
and Saturday and Sunday our 
restaurants were down – de-
pending on the restaurant – 
between 30 and 40 percent,” 
Bill Blackburn, owner of Holy 
Cow and Pork Barrel BBQ, said.

Before federal guidelines 
further restricted public 
gatherings, Blackburn and 
his staff had spread out ta-
bles to increase the distance 
between customers, opened 
front doors to avoid contact 
with contaminated surfaces 
and removed menus. 

“I think there’s a lot of 
different scenarios and we’re 
in uncharted waters. All bets 
are off. We don’t know what’s 
gonna happen,” Blackburn 
said.

Restaurants rise to  
the occasion

On Monday, Blackburn 
was preparing to increase 
his restaurants’ delivery and 
take out options. Since then, 
those options have become 
necessities, and Blackburn 
is encouraging customers to 
“order online, order online, 
order online.”

“That is how we are gon-
na get through this finan-
cially and that is how we are 
gonna get through this as a 
community,” Blackburn said.

Although Blackburn and 
many other restaurateurs are 
trying to push through to the 
other side of the pandemic, 
not every restaurant made 
that call.

In response to Northam’s 
press conference, Alexan-
dria Restaurant Partners, 
the team behind The Majes-
tic, Mia’s Italian Kitchen and 
Vola’s Dockside Grill among 
other concepts, closed all of 
its restaurants. The only ex-
ception is Lena’s Wood-Fired 
Pizza, which is still providing 
curbside pickup and deliv-

ery through delivery service 
Uber Eats.

As restaurants across the 
country prepared for the 
worst, Uber Eats announced 
on Monday that it would 
start offering free delivery 
for independent restaurants 
and the opportunity for 
restaurants to receive daily 
payouts, as opposed to the 
standard weekly payout. The 
company also pledged to de-
liver more than 300,000 free 
meals to healthcare workers. 

While many local restau-
rants have had to adapt to on-
line ordering and delivery op-
tions, some chain restaurants 
appear to have made the shift 
more easily. Sweetgreen, for 
example, announced on Mon-
day that all 104 of its loca-
tions, including its Old Town 
location, had moved to digital 
ordering, allowing customers 
to order online for delivery 
and pickup in stores.

Retailers face  
challenges

Global retail chains made 
similar adjustments. Anthro-
pologie closed all of its stores 
worldwide on March 14; 
however, unlike many local 
businesses, the company’s 
custom app and website are 
still accepting and fulfilling 
online orders.

For local retailers, things 
were more serious. Custom-
ers continue to trickle into 
storefronts, but most retail-
ers have been forced to shift 
to phone orders with in-store 
pickup or online ordering.

“We’re also providing 
phone orders so that if people 
don’t want to come into the 
store – they don’t feel com-
fortable coming in and shop-
ping – they can just call, tell 
us what they want, we can 
run their credit card and then 
they can just pick it up right at 
the door,” Nicole White, own-
er of Bloomers, said.

Bloomers, like many local 
businesses, has implemented 
stringent cleaning policies, 
with deep cleanings occur-
ring at the end of every day 

and employees sanitizing 
surfaces and items that have 
been touched by customers 
in between transactions. 
Employees are no longer do-
ing bra fittings either.

Even with those policies 
in place, getting customers 
to come out to a retailer is a 
hard ask at a time when social 
distancing is so important for 
containing the coronavirus. 
White is trying to take things 
in stride, as customers dwin-
dle and sales evaporate.

“It’s just day by day at this 
point because I don’t know 
how else you could do it,” 
White said. “You can’t really 
forecast. You can go to worse 
case scenarios in your head a 
million times and it’ll drive 
you crazy.”

Glimmers of hope
At a time when things can 

seem dire for businesses, the 
local business community 
and its customers have come 
together to support one an-
other as much as possible.

“It’s a great community 
in Old Town,” White said. “ 
… I think we’re all watching 
what everyone else is doing 
and kind of gauging what 
we do based off what every-
one else is doing and kind 
of coming together to try to 
support each other and just 
get through this.”

Few things are as pow-
erful as the relationship 
between a business and its 
regulars, and at a time when 
things are uncertain, some 
residents have found comfort 
in something as simple as 
their favorite coffee grinds.

Alexandria resident Ei-
leen Wallace has been go-
ing to Misha’s Coffee for 25 
years, and she wasn’t about 
to let a viral outbreak stop 
her from getting her favorite 
blend. After contacting the 
local coffee shop, Wallace 
got three pounds of Misha’s 
Route 66 blend sent to her 
door.

“They were really nice 
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7 Ways to Protect Your Valuables and 
Family While Your Home's on the Market 

Reach out to us for additional tips on how to ensure 
your home is secure while on the market. 

1. Believe it or not, one of the most commonly "lifted" items is pre-
scription drugs. Remove all prescription meds from each bathroom, 
bedroom, and kitchen. 
2. Weapons and cash are also easy to steal, so find a place to stash 
them that's off the premises. 
3. Technology – those iPads, laptops, smartphones, smart speakers, 
smartwatches, earbuds, etc. – are popular with thieves.  
Remove them or lock it up. 
4. We suggest that you password-protect any tech items that are too 
large or inconvenient to remove from the home, such as a desktop 
computer. 
5. Remove valuable artwork and other items of value from the home 
before the photographer snaps the listing photos. 
6. Lock up bills, letters, and anything else that may have identity in-
formation, such as social security numbers, driver's license numbers, 
bank account numbers, dates of birth, Wi-Fi or computer passwords. 
7. The National Association of REALTORS® suggests that you also 
remove family photos.

fransladehomes@gmail.com | fransladehomes.com 

703.549.8700 
121 N Pitt St, Alexandria, VA 22314

Real Estate Professional
904.476.2691

I’ll guide you home!  

Fran Slade

Not everyone that is house hunting is honest. Some people are 
tempted to steal items that catch their eye. 

One of the most important steps in readying your home for the mar-
ket is to protect your valuables from the strangers passing through.

about it,” Wallace said. “I 
just didn’t want to go to a big 
place with people and I knew 
that I would want coffee over 
the next few weeks. So, they 
were very kind. I put an enve-
lope with money on my door, 
they took that and left the 
coffee and that was that. We 
waved through the window.”

On Wednesday, Visit Al-
exandria released a new web 
hub called ALX at Home to 
encourage residents to sup-
port Alexandria’s indepen-
dent businesses while staying 
home. The hub includes lists 
of restaurant offerings, al-
ternative shopping options, 
virtual experiences and more. 
Learn more at www.visitalex-
andria.com/alxathome. 

A hit to fitness
Another business sector 

taking a hit during the pan-
demic is fitness studios. 

After Northam’s order 
banning gatherings of 10 
or more on Tuesday, sever-
al studios announced they 
were temporarily suspending 
classes. Several others made 
the move even sooner, in-
cluding Refresh Yoga Center, 
which closed its doors and 
shifted to online classes on 
Saturday.

“We just wanted to do our 
part, and our responsibility 
is to the health of our stu-
dents … We have to flatten 
the curve,” Refresh owner 
Kathryn Taron said. “I feel 
like the shift really happened 
last weekend. It was almost a 
palpable kind of energy shift, 
and as soon as we published 
that we were closing, we got a 
lot of support from the com-
munity, from our yogis.”

Refresh is only offering 
online courses, but the turn-
out for those courses has re-
mained steady, Taron said. 
Students can still sign up for 
online courses at www.re-
freshyogacenter.com/class-
es/class-schedule. 

But service-based busi-
nesses, especially fitness 

studios with their reliance 
on in-person, group activi-
ty, still face an uphill battle. 
Taron doesn’t expect this 
level of support to last for-
ever. Some students, par-
ticularly seniors who find it 
difficult to adapt to the on-
line classes, are already sus-
pending their memberships 
in anticipation of financial 
hardships.

Taron and her co-owner 
Lindsey Canaley are fortunate; 
they have a safety fund and 
don’t live month to month. 
But Taron expects things to 
start getting difficult in April, 
when businesses begin to feel 
the long-term impacts of the 
coronavirus. Until then, Taron 
and her students will do what 
they’ve been trained to do.

“There is some anxiety 
around it, and what I wrote to 
the students was that we’re 
yogis, so we’ve been train-
ing for this moment,” Taron 
said. “We get on the mat and 
we breathe and we try to do 
everything we’ve learned 
as yoga students and yoga 
teachers, that we are very 
fortunate in so many ways.”

Stocking up
While restaurants and 

retailers have had to reckon 
with decreased service, gro-
cery stores are facing quite 
the opposite. Entire aisles of 
sanitary supplies, meat and 
non-perishable goods are 
empty, as residents stock up 
for what could be a lengthy 
period of isolation.

Daniel Wolk, communi-
cations and community rela-
tions manager for Giant, said 
customers need to keep in 
mind that there isn’t a short-
age of food; it’s just a matter 
of getting the supplies to 
stores.

“We’re trying to supply to 
the best of our ability as fast 
as we can to get [things] back 
in the store, but what we ask 
is that our customers buy for 
what they need this week and 
maybe not what they need 
this entire month,” Wolk 
said. “Buy for what you need 

now, the next few days, and 
understand we will continue 
to supply. We will work as 
hard and as fast as possible.”

Unlike Trader Joe’s and 
other grocery stores, Gi-
ant will not be changing its 
hours of operation in order 
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www.alexandriava.gov/Recreation      703.746.5414

City of Alexandria

Department of Recreation, 

Parks & Cultural Activities presents

Summer Camp options for ages 2-17 

in a variety of interests:

    STEM  

    Arts

    Computer

    Nature

    Excursion

    Sports

    Cooking

     Traditional Camps

    And More!

 
 FONTAINE Working from 

home for a  
few days?

All Regular Menu Items 
are available for Take-Out

Call in your order from the menu for curbside 
pick-up or call uber Eats or Door Dash

Plus New Bulk “TO GO” Orders
Whole Quiche of the 

Day  $24.95

Soup of the Day 32 oz 
$9.98

Beef Bourguignon - 16 
oz  $14.95

Fresh Made Tuna Salad, 
Egg Salad or Chicken  

8 oz $6.95 / 12 oz $8.98 
and more

WINE & BEER 
 SELECTION - 25%  

OFF RETAIL

Save the Date!
APRIL 1, 2020

IS CENSUS DAY

9/26/2019

Save the Date!
IS CENSUS DAY

For more information, visit 
alexandriava.gov/Census2020.
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YOUR COMMUNITY 

SERVICES
Funds our roads, schools, SNAP, 
CHIP, WIC, school lunches, and 
other programs.

COMMUNITY FUNDING
The Alexandria loses $1,200 per 
year for every person missed on 
the Census.

OUR CITY’S FUTURE
Informs the City’s planning for 
transportation, housing, schools, 
and emergency response.

REPRESENTATION
Determines how many legislators 
Virginia has in the US House of 
Representatives.

Every 10 years, the US Census counts every 

resident in the United States. Participating 

in the Census brings resources into your 

community and guarantees you and your 

household will have fair representation in 

government. 

Your personal information is confidential, 
even from other government agencies.

You can complete the Census online, by 
phone, or by mail.

The Census form only asks 10 questions 
about your household. 
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to ensure customers have the 
flexibility they need to buy 
the products that are still 
available, Wolk said.

Creative solutions
Crisis breeds creativity, 

and some business owners 
started to get very creative in 
order to bring customers out 
to eat and shop in the middle 
of a pandemic. 

Chop Shop Taco started 
offering Chop Shop Home 
Meals on Tuesday, a special 
online order deal that in-
cludes enough food to feed 
four to five people, along 
with two rolls of toilet paper 
and a $25 gift card.

The city, the Chamber ALX 
and other local business or-
ganizations are also working 
to find creative solutions for 
business owners in the city.

On Tuesday, Mayor Justin 
Wilson recommended a num-
ber of measures in a memo-
randum to the City Manager’s 
Office in order to increase the 
city’s response and recovery 
during the duration of the 
coronavirus’ impact.

Wilson recommended the 
city suspend late fees on col-
lecting the dining tax from 
restaurants through the end 
of the year, make $500,000 
available in April for small 
business micro-loans, allow 
restaurateurs to provide de-
livery services without spe-
cial use permit restrictions, 
operate business from their 
sidewalks or parking lots, 
temporarily expand outdoor 
dining areas and allow sale of 
alcohol off-premises.

The Chamber ALX and 
other business organizations 
in the city are compiling 
comprehensive lists of what 
businesses have closed or 
limited services. Business-
es are encouraged to submit 
updates concerning service 
to the chamber at lpatish@
thechamberalx.com. The Del 
Ray Business Association has 
an updated list of affected 
retailers, restaurants, fitness 
studios, pet stores and oth-
er businesses on its website: 
www.visitdelray.com.

And with the U.S. Small 
Business Administration de-
claring an economic disaster 
in Alexandria on Tuesday, 

local businesses can start 
applying for Economic In-
jury Disaster Loans of up to 
$2 million. The Alexandria 
Small Business Development 
Center will advise business 
owners and nonprofits on the 
process and assist with appli-
cations for EIDLs. The inter-
est rate for EIDLs is 3.75 per-
cent for small businesses and 
2.75 percent for nonprofits.

“During Hurricane Katrina 
and 9/11, many of us faced 
challenges like 4-feet of water 
in your office and no work for 
a while and no business on the 
boats for a while,” Charlotte 
Hall, vice president of Poto-
mac Riverboat Company, said. 
“Those small business loans, 
while they are a loan and you 
have to pay them back, they 
certainly came in handy. They 
got us through.”

Things are changing min-
ute by minute for business 
owners, but many still have 
faith that things will work 
out in the end.

“There is another side to 
this. We will make out, and 
I can’t wait to get there,” 
Blackburn said.

-cmelloklein@alextimes.com 
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Local arts organizations 
adapt to social distancing
BY CODY MELLO-KLEIN

On Tuesday evening, the 
night singer-songwriter Vanes-
sa Carlton was scheduled to per-
form at the Birchmere, the seats 
and stage at the venerable music 
hall were empty. 

Due to social distancing mea-
sures put in place to combat the 
coronavirus, live music venues 
across the country have been 
forced to push back or cancel 
shows and let go of their staff. 
Theaters have stopped perfor-
mances halfway through their 
seasonal runs. Audiences have 

struggled to get refunds for tick-
ets they purchased months ago. 

In the age of social distanc-
ing, the figurative thousand 
miles of Carlton’s biggest hit are 
suddenly a harsh reality. 

The global pandemic is hit-
ting hard across the entertain-
ment industry, and local theaters 
and live music venues are feeling 
the effects even more acutely. 

“There’s a lot of small great 
clubs that are not gonna make it 
through this,” Greg Oelze, own-
er of the Birchmere, said.

“I just started my 54th year 
at the Birchmere and I’ve had 

Care providers, 
facilities work to 
protect and engage 
at-risk population
BY MISSY SCHROTT

One population that 
has been especially hard 
hit by the coronavirus is 
adults age 65 and older.

It’s unclear how 
many older Alexandri-
ans have tested posi-
tive for COVID-19, as 
the Alexandria Health 
Department is not re-
leasing personal infor-
mation, including age, 
about the 248 cases in 

the city. Nevertheless, 
senior living facilities, 
nursing homes and se-
nior services organiza-
tions throughout Alex-
andria are working hard 
to protect this vulnera-
ble population.  

While seniors are 
already at-risk because 
of their age, many also 
have underlying medi-
cal conditions, such as 
heart or lung disease, 
that put them at a high-
er risk for developing 
more serious complica-

Staff presents 
FY2021 funding 
cuts to city leaders
BY CODY MELLO-KLEIN

After releasing a re-
vised FY2021 budget 
with significant cuts 
and changes on April 7, 
City Manager Mark Jinks 
and city finance staff 
brought the budget be-
fore council on Tuesday.

The financial and 
economic fallout from 
the coronavirus outbreak 
was significant enough 
to warrant city staff go-
ing back to the drawing 

board and re-evaluating 
what FY2021 would look 
like for the city. Jinks’ 
budget version 2.0 totals 
$753.3 million, a 5.8 per-
cent reduction from the 
original $799.9 million 
proposed FY2021 bud-
get.

“In mid-February I 
presented a budget of 
approximately $800 mil-
lion. The economy was 
growing, things were 
looking good. We looked 
to make some enhance-
ments and some addi-
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Live from quarantine

Senior safety

Council discusses 
revised budget

PHOTO/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
The Birchmere had to cancel or postpone all shows through May and let go of the majority of its staff after the 
coronavirus hit.

Seniors
Help older Alexandrians stay 

connected while isolating.
Page 13

Arts
Review of the Strokes' "The 

New Abnormal."
Page 15

INSIDE
Crime

Resident arrested for violating 
quarantine order in Hawaii.
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some ups and downs and 
whatever, but I’ve never seen 
anything like this,” Oelze 
continued. “I don’t know how 
long I can keep my manage-
ment staff together. There’s 
absolutely no income.”

Oelze is confident the 
Birchmere will make it 
through these tough fi-
nancial times. He owns the 
building and has no debt to 
pay off, and, besides that, he 
doesn’t plan on giving up on 
a place in which he’s invested 
more than 50 years.

“Birchmere is not going to 
go out of business. That I can 
promise people,” Oelze said. 
“I’m scared, but I’m not gon-
na hang it up though because 
I’m too proud of the place.”

At first, Oelze cancelled 
shows two weeks out, but 
soon the reality of the sit-
uation set in. He cancelled 
every show through the 
middle of April. Then Gov. 
Ralph Northam issued a stay 
at home order until June 10, 
and Oelze had to drastical-

ly reconsider a meticulously 
planned tour schedule.

“If your restaurant [re]
opens, you can call your staff 
and maybe have your place 
ready in a week or so,” Oelze 
said. “But we’re dealing with 
bands that have tours, so it 
takes sometimes a month to 
get a tour together.”

The Birchmere’s full May 
schedule will now have to be 
pushed back, and Oelze still 
isn’t certain if his June shows 
are safe either, he said. 

The Birchmere is enough 
of an institution that artists 
have remained loyal to the 
venue, even in these trying 
times. Some artists, includ-
ing Gordon Lightfoot, have 
called to reschedule shows 
for dates in the fall, winter 
and even early in 2021. 

Oelze’s main concern is 
his employees, many of whom 
have been at the Birchmere 
for upwards of 20 years.

“The secret to the Birch-
mere’s success is my staff,” 
Oelze said. “Everybody’s 
been there 20 years and that’s 
what the bands like about the 

club, is that they come in and 
nothing’s changed. It’s like a 
routine, you know?”

Unfortunately, the coro-
navirus has done nothing but 
disrupt routines, and that’s 
forced Oelze, like a lot of 
venue owners, to make tough 
decisions. 

“The first two weeks I kept 

[my employees] on, although 
we weren’t open, because I 
figured nobody was really 
panicking,” Oelze said. “Then 
I had to let everybody go.”

Oelze started a Go Fund 
Me campaign to raise mon-
ey for his wage staff, tip staff 
and “kitchen kids.” As of 
press time, the campaign had 

raised $41,850 of its $50,000 
funding goal. Contributions 
can be made at www.gofund-
me.com/f/support-staff-of-
the-birchmere.

Although he has managed 
to keep eight managers on 
his payroll, they are not go-

109 S. Pitt Street, Alexandria, 
VA 22314 | 703.549.9292

McEnearney.com

Kim Peele 703.244.5852 
Hope Peele 703.244.6115 
ThePeeleGroup.biz

Buying and Selling a Home During COVID-19
A Safe and Seamless Experience with McEnearney Associates

Serving our clients and communities for the past 40 years is at the 
core of everything we do at McEnearney Associates. We know we're 
all coping with the COVID-19 pandemic. To best protect our clients 

and our community, we suspended traditional public and broker opens 
well in advance of government requirements to do so. Our Associates 
are creating great virtual tours that are distributed digitally and are still 
currently showing properties to serious buyers by appointment only in 

those areas where that is still permissible. While our physical offices are 
currently closed to the public, we are fully open for business virtually

and available to connect with you.

McEnearney Associates represent the absolute in ethical, professional 
representation and we will take all measures to ensure a safe  

experience. We are here to support you and we thank you for your  
continued trust in McEnearney Associates.

-Maureen McEnearney Dunn, President of McEnearney Associates

Here’s how The Peele Group has been  
working during these trying times!

Proudly supporting our frontline healthcare 
 providers at Inova Alexandria Hospital.

PHOTO/OFFICE OF THE ARTS
The city's Office of the Arts has started working with artists to 
stream performances live on Instagram.
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HELPING MORE HOME BUYERS
The Federal Savings Bank gives you more access to competitive 
mortgage rates and a full suite of mortgage options.

Copyright 2019 © The Federal Savings Bank  |  Co. NMLS# 411500  |  All Rights Reserved  |  TheFederalSavingsBank.com

• Get your mortgage application fully underwritten up front and receive a loan commitment 
from the bank. You’ll then be quickly “clear to close” once you find the right home. 

• Let us help remove the barrier of down payment and help make your dream of home 
ownership become reality.

EXPRESS LOAN APPROVAL

TFSB 100

DOWN PAYMENT ASSISTANCE

• Ask us about receiving down payment or closing assistance and we  can help identify the 
programs in your area that you qualify for.

ing into work at the venue 
every day “because I really 
don’t want them to,” Oelze 
said. Instead, they are doing 
odd jobs that “should’ve been 

done a long time ago.”
Like live music, theater 

venues are also suffering 
right now, as the live theater 
experience is based around 
forging in-person connec-
tions. There’s the emotional 

connection built between 
performers and the audience 
and a communal one built 
among audience members.

On March 23, the Little 
Theatre of Alexandria notified 
its patrons that “Moonlight 

and Magnolias” was cancelled 
halfway through its run on 
the stage. Two other upcom-
ing shows – “Blue Stockings,” 
which was in rehearsals and 
set to start on April 25, and 
“Neil Simon’s Rumors” – were 
cancelled as well, along with 
upcoming classes.

Unlike the Birchmere, LTA 
is primarily volunteer-run, 
which presented challenges 
for the board.

“I have a full-time job … 

most of the people who are 
in charge of managing LTA 
all have other full-time jobs, 
and now suddenly this has 
pushed its way to its own 
full-time job,” LTA President 
Russell Wyland said.

Fortunately, LTA has been 
somewhat able to adapt its 
process in the age of social 
distancing.

Teachers and camp coun-

Celebrating 
40 Years in 
Alexandria

www.rbincorporated.com

703-683-1996
Heating & Air Conditioning

PHOTOS/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
Left: The global pandemic hasn't diminished actors' enthusiasm for the Little Theatre of Alexandria's summer musical, "Sister Act." 
Right: Although Birchmere owner Greg Oelze is confident his venue will weather the storm, he's concerned about small local venues in the area.
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selors have already started 
offering classes and camp 
programs online. And LTA 
still plans on moving forward 
with its summer musical, 
“Sister Act,” which is set to 
run from July 25 to Aug. 15.

“It seems like it would 
be much more dire in a lot 
of ways because it’s a live 
performance venue, but it’s 
kind of fascinating watching 
the way people have sort of 
adapted without completely 
giving up,” Rachel Alberts, 
head of public relations for 
LTA, said.

Instead of auditioning in 
person, actors have been au-
ditioning through Zoom calls, 
and although it’s been a new 
experience for LTA, Wyland 
was surprised to learn that, for 
many actors, remote audition-
ing was already the norm. 

“Several actors have told 
me they audition for things 
by Zoom up in New York all 
the time, so converting has 
actually been more painful 
to us than to the actors,” Wy-
land said.

Once there is a cast in 
place, the team behind “Sister 
Act” will have to figure out 
what they can and can’t do re-
motely. Rehearsing songs and 
doing early character work 
can both be done remotely, 
which will give the team more 
time before it has to consider 
drastically altering its pro-
cesses. Wyland hopes to start 
small group rehearsals in 
the theatre by mid-June but 
acknowledged that circum-
stances could still change to 
the point where that wouldn’t 
be possible. 

“First and foremost we 
want people to be healthy, 
and if that means – heaven 
forbid – at some point we 
have to cancel our summer 
musical, then that’s what we 
have to do,” Wyland said.

Wyland and Alberts noted 
that due to a sizable invest-
ment account, LTA is not 
struggling to keep the lights 
on at the moment. It has 

been able to retain its three 
full-time employees – all of 
whom are working remotely.

The LTA has offered pa-
trons three different options 
when it comes to tickets for 
cancelled shows. Patrons can 
donate the cost of the ticket 
to LTA, get a total refund or 
get credit to put toward an 
upcoming show. So far, about 
50 percent of patrons have 
donated the cost of their 
tickets to LTA, Wyland said.

The city’s Office of the 
Arts has also found creative 
solutions in trying times, in-
cluding an Arts at Home se-
ries that features weekly per-
formances from local artists 
streamed live on Instagram.

The idea came out of 
necessity, Diane Ruggiero, 
deputy director of the Rec-
reation, Parks and Cultural 
Activities Department, said. 

City staff had planned on 
recording and broadcasting 
a performance from David 
Schulman at the Torpedo 
Factory, before Northam’s 
stay at home order halt-
ed those plans. The Office 
of the Arts worked with 
Schulman, who didn’t even 
have an Instagram account, 
to create an account and 
stream his performance re-
motely, Ruggiero said.

“We kind of have two agen-
das with this: One was to give 
our community a chance to 
engage with quality arts pro-
grams because that’s what we 

do. That’s kind like our mis-
sion. But the other one was to 
pay artists,” Ruggiero said.

The series produces simul-
taneously intimate and in-
clusive performances, broad-
cast directly from the artists’ 
homes to local audiences and 
music lovers across the coun-
try. A performance by the Eric 
Byrd Trio reached more than 
1,000 people.

“Artists have been so 
amazing of sharing their time 
and their talent and their 
homes,” Ruggiero said. “This 
is now becoming a very per-
sonal experience that folks are 
seeing where people are living 
and where they really do their 
work a lot of the time.” 

For weekly schedules and 
details on where to find each 
program, follow @alexart-
soffice on Instagram. 

One question remains: 
After the coronavirus, will 
audiences want to return to 
theaters and live music ven-
ues? Storm clouds are still 
overhead and the peak in new 
coronavirus cases isn't expect-
ed in Virginia until the end of 
April, but local venue owners 
are hesitantly hopeful. 

“Theater has always been 
something that can touch 
on or trigger emotions, help 
people understand the world 
around them, and maybe we’ll 
come out of this and we’ll re-
alize how important that is. I 
hope,” Wyland said.

-cmelloklein@alextimes.com

The pets-in-waiting are asking Santa for a home of their own this 
holiday.  Your donation sustains them while they wait.

AlexandriaAnimals.org/Donate 
703-746-4774 

THANK YOU

Hippity-Hoppity little Midnight says she doesn’t mind trying Virtual 
Adoptions...as long as the snuggles she gets from her new 

 family are 100% real-time.

At 8 years old, this lovely Labrador still has the energy of  
a youngster, and a love of toys too. 

If you’re looking for a stay-at-home friend who will help you stay  
on-the-move, check out  AWLA’s Virtual Adoption process!

       AlexandriaAnimals.org/VirtualAdoptions 

THANK YOU

~ Phoenix  ~ 

~ Easter Week Bunny Girl ~ 

~ Canine Health Care ~

www.diannhicks.com

The Alexandria Animal Shelter’s Pet of the 
Week is sponsored by Diann Hicks, finding 

homes for pets and humans, alike.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT SARAH’S FUND, PLEASE CALL  

703-746-4774 OR VISIT US AT www.ALExANDRIAANIMALS.ORg/DONATE

 THANk yOU

Puppies require surgery sometimes.  “Sarah’s Fund” 

provides Shelter pets with needed procedures.

 
This puppy will soon undergo an operation to repair 

“pulmonic stenosis”, with donations from Alexandrians.

 
Your five-dollar donation adds to Sarah’s Fund and 

together with contributions of others,  ensures that 

medical care is there when needed.

ADOPTABLE PET OF THE WEEK

~ Special Needs ~
Extra patience may be required to adopt Flash. At 

age 4, he is energetic, and needs encouragement to 
slow down.

 
He’s lost a leg, but gained perspective on what’s 
important; be happy each day, and love those 

around you. Flash well knows this credo, and hopes 
for a home of his own to share the love.

 
For iNFo about alexaNdria’S adoptable 
petS, pleaSe viSit www.alexandriaanimals.org.

tHaNK You

The Alexandria Animal Shelter’s Pet of the 
Week is sponsored by Diann Hicks Carlson, 
finding homes for pets and humans, alike.

Diann Carlson
Associate Broker • Weichert 

Old Town 
703-628-2440

The Alexandria Animal Shelter’s 
Pet of the Week is brought to you 

by Diann Carlson, finding homes 
for pets and people, too.

Amazing 
Arlo

This sweet guy 
is so loving and 
handsome. His 
forever family 
will have a ball!

Due to COVID-19 we are only doing 
adoptions by appointment. For more 
information contact King Street Cats: 
contact@kingstreetcats.org.

PHOTO/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
In more than 50 years as owner of the Birchmere, Oelze said he hasn't 
seen anything as detrimental to his business as the coronavirus.
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Muppet, our lovely senior cat, is house hunting. She  finds herself 
adrift in her golden years, but has much to offer an Adopter.

Cheerful, Muppet sees the sunshine everyday; find her basking 
in a ray coming in the window. Companionable; Muppet enjoys 

sitting in your lap while you watch TV. Helpful; Muppet often sits 
on the desks of our staff at the Shelter while they work.

If you have room in your home and heart and would like to meet 
Muppet in person or online, please visit alexandriaanimals.org 

THANK YOU

~ Meet Muppet ~

~ Canine Health Care ~

www.diannhicks.com

The Alexandria Animal Shelter’s Pet of the 
Week is sponsored by Diann Hicks, finding 

homes for pets and humans, alike.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT SARAH’S FUND, PLEASE CALL  

703-746-4774 OR VISIT US AT www.ALExANDRIAANIMALS.ORg/DONATE

 THANk yOU

Puppies require surgery sometimes.  “Sarah’s Fund” 

provides Shelter pets with needed procedures.

 
This puppy will soon undergo an operation to repair 

“pulmonic stenosis”, with donations from Alexandrians.

 
Your five-dollar donation adds to Sarah’s Fund and 

together with contributions of others,  ensures that 

medical care is there when needed.

ADOPTABLE PET OF THE WEEK

~ Special Needs ~
Extra patience may be required to adopt Flash. At 

age 4, he is energetic, and needs encouragement to 
slow down.

 
He’s lost a leg, but gained perspective on what’s 
important; be happy each day, and love those 

around you. Flash well knows this credo, and hopes 
for a home of his own to share the love.

 
For iNFo about alexaNdria’S adoptable 
petS, pleaSe viSit www.alexandriaanimals.org.

tHaNK You

The Alexandria Animal Shelter’s Pet of the 
Week is sponsored by Diann Hicks Carlson, 
finding homes for pets and humans, alike.

Diann Carlson
Weichert Old Town 

Realtors
703-628-2440

“Let me find you a new 
home, too.”

small business spotlight

St. Elmo’s and Café 
Pizzaiolo owners cook 
up Detroit-style pies
BY CODY MELLO-KLEIN

Opening a restaurant in 
the middle of a pandemic 
might seem risky. For Larry 
and Christine Ponzi, owners 
of Piece Out, a new casual 
Italian restaurant in Del Ray, 
it was simply an opportunity 
to do something new.

For the Ponzis, who also 
own St. Elmo’s Coffee Pub 
and Café Pizzaiolo, Piece Out 
has been a chance to exper-
iment with a small, flexible 
menu that features the New 
York-style, Sicilian pizza; 
square-cut, Detroit-style 
pizza and homemade pasta 
dishes they grew up eating.

“A lot of people may think 
we’re crazy for doing this 
right now, but this is what 
we do,” Larry Ponzi said. 
“We looked at it as, ‘This will 
pass in time. We don’t know 
when, but we know that 

when it does, we’ll be sitting 
on a great space, doing what 
we like to do.’”

The site, 2419 Mt. Ver-
non Ave., has been home to 
several restaurants in recent 
years. When longtime tenant 
Caboose Café closed after 13 
years in business in 2017, lo-
cal restaurateur Scott Mitch-
ell opened Snackbar. Less 
than a year later, Snackbar 
closed to make way for Catch 
on the Avenue, an Asian in-
fused seafood restaurant by 
Common Plate Hospitality. 

After Catch on the Avenue 
closed in December, the own-
ers of the site approached 
the Ponzis in January about 
opening a new restaurant 
there. 

“We loved the location. 
We loved the neighborhood,” 
Larry Ponzi said. “Our goal 
has been to get back with a 
casual restaurant in Del Ray. 
That’s been a goal we’ve had 
for a while.”

Piece Out opened in July. 

Outside of the kitchen, which 
Larry and Christine Ponzi 
completely rebuilt, the site 
needed very little work, since 
it has undergone various ren-
ovations in recent years. 

Some aspects of the 
restaurant, such as the fully 
furnished outdoor patio and 
two sliding garage-style win-
dows that open to the out-
side, have become even more 
valuable during the pandem-
ic.

When thinking about the 
vision for Piece Out, Chris-
tine Ponzi was adamant that 
she didn’t want it to be an-
other Café Pizzaiolo, which 
has an extensive menu of 
pizzas, pasta, salads, cal-
zones, sandwiches and more, 
she said. 

To differentiate the two 
concepts, the Ponzis planned 
to focus on a smaller menu 
at Piece Out, with chef-driv-
en specials and made-from-

Del Ray pizza joint Piece 
Out opens mid-pandemic

v

Your Pets Are Part Of Our Family
We’re Here For Your 
Pets While You...
• Telework
• Return To The Office
• Travel
• And More.

Dog Walking      Pet Siting      Overnight Stays

@PassionatelyPets

Schedule a consultation today!
571-438-2323      PassionatelyPets.com

PHOTO/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
Owners Christine and Larry Ponzi opened Piece Out, a Del Ray casual Italian restaurant that serves 
homemade pasta and pizza, in July.
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Lovable 
Langston

Langston might wobble 
a bit when he walks but 
that’s just part of his 

charm. He can’t wait to 
meet his lucky forever 
family.

Due to COVID-19 we are only doing 
adoptions by appointment. For more 
information contact King Street Cats: 
contact@kingstreetcats.org.
Visit us at www.kingstreetcats.org

POWER DESIGN NOW HIRING ELECTRICAL  
APPRENTICES OF ALL SKILL LEVELS!

Visit powerdesigninc.us/careers or email  
careers@powerdesigninc.us!

scratch pasta and pizza 
alongside items that would 
work well for carryout and 
fit in with Piece Out’s casual 
Italian brand: baked wings, 
eggplant parmesan and sal-
ads with homemade dress-
ings. 

“The idea is making ev-
erything from scratch and 
not having too big of a menu 
… which gives us the oppor-
tunity to do different things 
and change things up,” Larry 
Ponzi said.

That plan has changed 
because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Some menu items 
are not feasible at a time 
when most people are order-
ing takeout. 

“Right now, with COVID, 
some of these things that 
we’ve wanted to experiment 
with, we can’t do it right 
now,” Christine Ponzi said. 
“It just doesn’t make sense to 
take a steak to go.”

The couple still has plans 
to roll out a slightly different 
menu when the pandemic 
has eased up and people are 
more willing to dine in. 

One thing that hasn’t 
changed is the pizza that’s at 
the core of Piece Out’s menu. 
The Ponzis’ decision to serve 

a mix of thin crust New York 
pizza and thick, cheesy De-
troit-style pizza comes from 
the Ponzis’ upbringing in 
upstate New York, where it’s 
common to find both styles.

The Ponzis started exper-
imenting with Detroit-style 
pizza after a local artist and 
friend had them cater an art 
show of his at St. Elmo’s. Af-
ter researching and eating 
Detroit-style pizza in the 
months leading up to the art 
show, the Ponzis knew they 
wanted to add it to their next 
restaurant.

“The idea is to load the 
outer crust with more cheese 
so that when it bakes it folds 
over and gets really crispy 
and caramelized on the pan,” 
Larry Ponzi said. “That ac-
tually gives it a really nice, 
kicking flavor.”

The Detroit-style piz-
za has been the best-selling 
item on Piece Out’s menu 
so far, Christine Ponzi said, 
although the restaurant’s 
homemade ravioli, cannelli-
ni and baked wings aren’t too 
far behind.

“We’ve gotten a lot of 
people in who are like, ‘Oh, 
I’m from Detroit and you’re 
pretty darn close to it,’” 
Christine Ponzi said.

However, the process of 

making the pizza has led to 
some difficulties behind the 
scenes.

The dough is proofed a 
few hours longer than the 
New York-style pizza, mak-
ing the end product more 
airy and bread-like. But since 
the dough takes longer to 
prepare and the pizzas take 
longer to bake, the Detroit 
pies have to be premade. 

At first, Piece Out was 
only serving them in slices, 
but even that proved diffi-
cult on opening night in July 
when the restaurant sold out 
of Detroit-style pizza in an 
hour, Christine Ponzi said.

Opening night for Piece 
Out was a challenge on 
seemingly every level, the 
couple said. There was a 
staffing shortage due to the 
pandemic, they had no idea 
how many customers would 
come out, the AC died and 
the power went out.

“Everything just kind of 
exploded that first night,” 
Christine Ponzi said.

“I was planning on be-
ing in the kitchen a lot, but I 
wasn’t planning on being, at 
times, the only pizza cook,” 
Larry Ponzi added.

The couple was able to re-

small business spotlight

PHOTO/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
Located at the former site of Catch on the Avenue, Piece Out retains most of the previous restaurant's design.

PHOTO/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
Piece Out's sliding garage-style windows are used for serving pickup 
during the pandemic.
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small business spotlight

tain some management staff, 
but with opening a new busi-
ness during the pandemic, 
staffing proved a huge hurdle. 

In its early days, Piece 
Out resembled a small fam-
ily business, with Larry and 
Christine Ponzi doing almost 
everything themselves, in-
cluding delivery. They even 
recruited their daughters, 
both of whom were stuck 
at home after spring break 
when their colleges shut 
down in-person learning due 
to COVID-19.

“It was like one minute 
they were in college, and the 
next they were back home 
slinging pizzas,” Larry Ponzi 
said.

“We wouldn’t have sur-
vived without them,” Chris-
tine Ponzi added.

Fortunately, things have 
eased up since then. The 
Ponzis have been able to hire 

new employees and, for the 
first time in 10 years, have no 
open positions at any of their 
restaurants. 

They have also been able 
to adapt pretty swiftly to 
the restaurant industry’s 
new normal. They instituted 
contactless delivery and pay-
ment, which has made their 

process more efficient.
“There’s a little bit of a 

silver lining in some of the 
changes that are going on,” 
Larry Ponzi said.

They have also used their 
massive windows as pickup 
counters for customers who 
order online, a feature they 
are building into the plans 

for their St. Elmo’s location 
in Old Town.

Although opening Piece 
Out has been far from what 
Larry and Christine Ponzi 
imagined, customers have 
supported the restaurant at 
a time when many local busi-
nesses are finding it difficult 
to survive. 

“It all worked out,” Chris-
tine Ponzi said. “We were able 
to open a restaurant, [and] 
we kept our other restaurants 
running. I’m not going to say 
[it was] super profitable, but 
we were able to pay the rent 
and utilities, keep the lights 
on [and] keep our people paid.”

-cmelloklein@alextimes.com

PHOTOS/CODY MELLO-KLEIN
Left: Although indoor dining is available at Piece Out, the majority of business is still takeout, delivery and curbside service.
Right: Piece Out's Detroit-style pizza has been a huge hit with customers and is one of the best-selling items on the menu.
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