
‘The heart of this neighborhood’

René Martínez Luna was prob-
ably the most familiar face 
in Georgetown South. If you 

didn’t see him driving from one job to 
another in his red truck, you probably 
saw him at the Manassas neighbor-
hood’s community center helping with 
food distribution, keys clanging from 
his belt buckle. He might have even 
been at your door, ready to help with 
some repairs.

Luna, the long time head of main-
tenance for the Georgetown South 
Community Council and husband of 
the homeowners association’s director, 
Meg Carroll, died last week of CO-
VID-19 at age 54 in his home country 
of Mexico.

On Saturday, the family will host one 
more fundraiser in Luna’s memory at 
the Georgetown South Pavilion. Tama-
les, pupusas and other Latin American 
fare will be on o� er. A� er that, Carroll 
says, Luna’s children should be able to 
fully repay the roughly $60,000 cost of 
his treatment at a private hospital in 
Mexico and funeral.

Carroll met Luna not long a� er he 
began working for the association 
in 2009. Battling cancer at the time, 
Carroll wasn’t sure she had long to 
live. � ey both had children, and she 
was immediately struck by the way 
he talked about his � ve kids: Jésus, 
Eduardo, Maria, Luis and Alma. Not 
long a� er he came to the United States 
in 2002 in search of economic op-
portunity, he sent for them in Mexico, 
unable to continue without them. 

Now, all � ve have roots in the 
Manassas area. Two of his adult chil-
dren and four of his 13 grandchildren 
lived with him in Manassas until he 
died. Carroll said Luna bought a house 
speci� cally so his children would 
always have a place to come home and 
to live if necessary.  

“People will � nd out that René was 
really the heart of this neighborhood,” 
she added. 

A� er dating about 10 years, the two 
were married in 2019. � e location 
was never in doubt:  Meg and René 
tied the knot at the community center.

Luna constantly wanted to do more 
for the community that had become 
his home, Carroll said, urging her to 
demand more of his maintenance sta� . 
Carroll eventually stepped into the top 
position at the homeowners associa-
tion, being called by some the neigh-
borhood’s “Mother-in-Chief.”

Passion for their shared community, 
obviously, was not in short supply 
between the two of them. A� er all, it 
was the heavily Hispanic Georgetown 
South where Luna – an immigrant 
who couldn’t speak the language and 
was without his family – had found a 
new home. 

For decades, Carroll said, a contin-
gent of immigrants from Luna’s small 
hometown has lived in the neighbor-
hood. Luna provided support to new 
immigrants and families in the com-
munity: “los hermanos de la frontera,” 
or “brothers of the border,” as they’re 
known. 

Eventually, Luna learned to speak 
English, but Carroll (who speaks � uent 
Spanish) said he never spoke it with 
her; he was too embarrassed.

“Here’s the deal: We were partners in 
terms of being married, but that’s not 
the big deal,” Carroll says. “We were 
partners in Georgetown South. He had 
ideas and he wanted to see them real-
ized here. He would say, ‘Meg, we need 
to make sure that we � x up people’s 
houses, get these houses looking better 
so that the image that we present to the 
public is a better one.’”

Years ago, an immigration issue kept 
Luna from travelling to Mexico to see 
his mother before she died. Now, green 
card in hand a� er 17 years and fearing 
it might be his last opportunity to see 
his father and other family back home, 
he travelled back to Amatitlán de Azu-
eta on Christmas Day.

Carroll said he isolated and tested 
negative for COVID-19 upon arrival, 
then went to see his family. Back in 
Manassas, he liked to talk about going 
to the beach, eating shrimp and drink-
ing beer. So he traveled across the 
country to Cancun.

“I said, ‘Rene, please don’t do 
that.’ And he said, ‘No, this is my last 
chance,’” Carroll said. 

It’s unclear exactly where and how 
Luna contracted coronavirus; cases in 
Puebla, his home state, surged in Janu-
ary. But about a week a� er travelling to 
Cancun, Luna was hospitalized, 

Unable to see their father in Mexico, 
Luna’s children waited for updates 
back in Virginia. By the end of January, 
doctors were saying they had some dif-
� cult decisions to make, but his oldest, 
30-year-old Jésus, decided to keep his
father on a ventilator as hospital bills
piled up. On Jan. 26, Luna died.

“He was like a brother, and I know 

the community will miss him a lot,” a 
friend, José Fernando Floreso, told Tel-
emundo Washington DC in Spanish. 

Jésus is expecting another child this 
month, which would have made 14 
grandchildren for Luna. 

“� e way I look at it, I’m assuming 
that the two are going to pass in tran-
sit, because one’s coming from heaven 
and one’s arriving there,” said Carroll, 
tearing up.  “So the way I told [Jésus] is 
that, ‘Your dad already met him.’”

At the start of this week, snowfall in 

the neighborhood was an early re-
minder of the loss the community will 
feel in both an emotional sense and a 
very practical one. Luna was integral 
in building many of the neighbor-
hood’s sidewalks, installed over time 
through various neighborhood grants.  
Since then, he was the one to turn to 
when they needed to be cleared.

“Right now we’re running out of salt, 
because that was René’s job,” Carroll 
said. “And to be honest, we’re scram-
bling.”

COVID claims life of well-known 
� gure in Georgetown South

René Martínez Luna, a familiar face around the Georgetown South neighborhood of Manassas, died of COVID-19 in Mexico last week.  Luna, 
who had � ve children and 13 grandchildren, bought a home in the neighborhood so they would always have somewhere to live if necessary.
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A new group of Manassas churches made 
its introduction to the city’s schools last 
week, bearing gi�s in the form of checks.

�e Interfaith Council, formed last year 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, capped 
a fundraising e�ort for the city’s schools 
by splitting over $9,000 among the city’s 
schools. �roughout the week, the group 
stopped at all nine schools to drop off 
checks, finishing the week at Osbourn 
High School on Friday. 

On May 26, representatives from the 
council were joined by a group from City 
Council, which has been trying to better 
connect with the city’s school division in 
general. �ey were at May�eld Interme-
diate School and Grace E. Metz Middle 
School, where Mandy North, the lead pas-
tor at Manassas Church of the Brethren, 
presented principal Dave Rupert with a 
check for $1,052.25.

North said the money should be used 

wherever there was need “to do what you 
need to do to get the supplies you need for 
your students. One of the things we know 
is that those students who sit in your desks 
are the students who worship in our spac-
es. And we love and care for them both.”

Manassas council member David Fara-
jollahi started work on the group of faith 
communities before making his bid for the 
city’s vacant council seat last year, saying 
he wanted to see the city’s houses of wor-
ship and government increase their com-
munication on areas of need in Manassas.

He said the interfaith group raised mon-
ey through its respective congregations 
throughout April, with the hope that even 
a small amount of money could be used 
by the schools for the return of students 
in the fall.

“Since there are so many houses of wor-
ship within the city limits doing amazing 
community projects, the idea was to break 
the silos within each and create a joint 
platform to communicate and collaborate 

with not only one another but also directly 
with city government,” Farajollahi said.

Ten area churches make up the council, 
which isn’t limited to the city’s boundar-
ies. Since they began meeting, the group 
has been mostly working with the De-
partment of Social Services in Manassas 
to coordinate. �e group hasn’t decided 
what it will work on next, but it’s hoping to 
address food insecurity and homelessness. 
�ey’re inviting more faith communities 
in the area to join.

“We know that congregations are do-
ing work around feeding the hungry or 
clothing folks and we know that the De-
partment of Social Services and the City 
of Manassas has resources available, so we 
thought it’d be really great to partner to-
gether in communication. When the city 
has information it needs to get out to the 
community we can be partners in doing 
that,” North said. “And if there’s a need like 
supporting our schools then we can reach 
out to the interfaith council.”
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Mandy North, the lead pastor at Manassas 
Church of the Brethren, presents a check to 
Dave Rupert, principal of Grace E. Metz Middle 
School.
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‘�ey got me 
this time’

Retiring Metz security o�cer 
surprised by send-o�

BY JARED FORETEK
jforetek@insidenova.com 

Murina Dove wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep it 
a secret. �e school security o�cer at May-
�eld Intermediate School had sent a message 

to the Manassas City Public Schools email list with 
everyone included except Leroy Williams, inviting them 
to a surprise sendo� and car parade outside the school 
building where Williams has worked for almost 40 years. 

A�er 42 years with the city school system, Williams – 
the school security o�cer at Metz Middle School – was 
retiring May 28. 

But Dove knew that people talk, and word could easily 
get out. Dave Rupert, principal at Metz, told Williams 
that the tra�c cones set up to direct cars moving 
through for the parade were actually there for computer 
distribution that day. Just before 2 p.m., he asked for 
Williams’ help at the front of the building. 

What Wiliams found was dozens of Manassas city 
schools sta� members, current and former students, 
and other community members there with signs and 
balloons to wish him a happy retirement. Some were 
standing in front; others were driving by. At one point, 
someone leaned out of the window of a school bus to 
hand Williams balloons. 

Later, Superintendent Kevin Newman drove past, 
o�ering a �rst bump out the window. 

“It’s overwhelming. I was shocked. I just couldn’t 
believe it, they got me,” Williams said. People had been 
asking him if he was doing anything special for his �nal 
day. “I said, ‘No, we’re not doing all that stu�, we’re not 
doing anything.’”

Williams has worn a number of hats through his 
years with the school division. He started at Jennie Dean 
School, back when it was the only middle school in 
the division. As the school security o�cer for Metz, he 
designed and conducted safety drills, made school safety 

plans, helped to resolve con�icts among students and 
chaperoned school events. He also served as the school’s 
athletic director for fall sports and was simply a familiar 
face at the front of the building every day. 

He also coached a number of the school’s athletic 
teams throughout the years. On Friday, several former 
players were there to send him o�, sharing hugs and 
memories of what Williams meant to them as students. 
One graduating high schooler brought his graduation 
cap for him to sign. 

Williams, who lives in Fauquier County, says he plans 
to continue to support Osbourn High School sports to 
see some of the kids he coached at Metz. 

“I’ll remember the relationships that I’ve built over the 
years. I coached a lot of sports, and I’ll remember the 
kids I’ve coached, some of them I still keep in contact 
with,” Williams said.

Dove remembered how Williams actually trained 
her when she �rst came to the division back in 1993. 
Over 28 years, she has developed a lot of memories with 
Williams. Dove started at Metz part-time working under 
Williams, but she says a�er some time Williams went to 
speak with the superintendent at the time and got Dove 

a full-time position and a raise.
When May�eld opened in 2006, Dove took over the 

security role there. 
“�ey separated us, but they still could not separate 

our friendship,” she said. “He’s there for me and I’m 
there for him. He’s been my advocate since I started.”

Rupert said Williams has always been willing to do 
anything that was asked of him. In 2019, he was named 
the Virginia Education Association’s Education Support 
Professional of the Year. 

“He’s been here almost as long as the school division 
and his relationships that he’s built, they’re just amazing. 
He’s just top-notch, respected,” Rupert said. “He’s hum-
ble and he wants to support all students, sta� members. I 
mean, he puts students �rst and he puts everyone before 
himself.”

Williams said he plans to spend some of his new-
found free time helping his local church and traveling 
to visit friends and family. He insisted he couldn’t 
understand what all the fuss was about, and never 
thought so many people would make so much out of 
his departure. 

“I’m just retiring,” he said. “But they got me this time.”

Retiring Metz Middle School security o�cer Leroy Williams was surprised by a parade and celebration on his last day, May 28. 
JARED FORETEK | INSIDENOVA

Interfaith Council supports Manassas schools
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Four alternatives on table 
for Old Bridge intersection

BY JARED FORETEK
jforetek@insidenova.com

Improvements at Old Bridge Road 
and state Route 123 in Woodbridge – 
one of the area’s most congested inter-
sections – could include a �yover ramp 
that would a�ect several businesses.

�e Virginia Department of Trans-
portation is asking for feedback on four 
potential intersection changes, with 
public comment open for the “build al-
ternatives” through July 6.

The first possible design is what 
VDOT calls an “outside-outside �yover,” 
a ramp connecting the right two lanes of 
northbound 123 to the right two lanes 
of westbound Old Bridge Road. The 
ramp would replace the three le�-turn 
lanes at the intersection for cars turning 
onto westbound Old Bridge.
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‘Unmatched stamina’: Walts’ tenure ending

OLD BRIDGE ROAD   PAGE 16

BY JARED FORETEK
jforetek@insidenova.com

Lillie Jessie still remembers Steve Walts’ 
�rst visit to Vaughn Elementary School, 
where she was principal.

At the time, the school didn’t even have 
a fully functioning cafeteria.  Instead, 
meals were distributed out of what was es-
sentially a food truck.

“Fourteen years I had not had anyone 
visit my school,” Jessie, now the Occo-
quan District representative on the School 
Board, told Walts at last week’s board 
meeting. “You not only added a cafeteria, 

you added a library 
for me; we did the 
inside renovations 
of that building. 
You did a tremen-
dous amount of 
things for me.”

A�er 16 years as Prince William Coun-
ty Public Schools Superintendent, Walts is 
retiring next week, leaving behind one of 
the fastest-growing school systems in the 
state and a division that saw enormous ups 
and downs and some controversy during 
his tenure.

During Walts’ last board meeting, Jes-
sie and other board members noted that 
Walts made a point of trying to visit the 
sta� and students of every school in the 
division each year. Currently, the county 
has 97 schools.

“�e two words that stand out to me: 
unmatched stamina,” School Board Chair 
Babur Lateef said to Walts. “�ere is no-
body who could have gone through what 
you have gone through and still sit there 
with a smile on his face. A great recession, 

WALTS   PAGE 8

Route 123
�yover, 
bridge 
considered

 INSIDE: 
Later start times 
possible for high-
schoolers?  Page 8.

Prince William Potomac District Supervisor Andrea Bailey (left photo) and Dumfries Mayor Derrick Wood (right) were among speakers commemorat-
ing the renaming of Mine Road to Batestown Road during a ceremony at Merchant Park on Juneteenth, Saturday.  The move honors one of the �rst 
African-American communities in Virginia established before the Civil War. The Dumfries Town Council and Prince William Board of County Supervi-
sors voted to approve renaming the road earlier this year.  Batestown is named for early settler and freed slave Sally Bates, and the town eventually 
grew in population to about 550 residents and supported a church and school.
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the recovery from a great recession, lead-
ing a school division that has among the 
lowest per-pupil spending and to navigate 
that in the incredible growth period … 
over 16 years.”

Starting next month, LaTanya McDade 
will be tasked with bringing the state’s 
second-largest school division out of the 
pandemic and addressing the challenges 
to learning that came with it. She will take 
over as superintendent a�er more than 20 
years in Chicago Public Schools, where 
she worked up to her current role as the 
district’s chief education o�cer.

Walts’ time with the division will be re-
membered for the growth in the county 
and its schools. In his �rst full school year, 
beginning in September 2005, the division 
had 68,225 students and a roughly $805 
million budget. Glenkirk and Victory El-
ementary Schools were opened that year, 
the �rst of 24 schools that would open 
during his time as superintendent. Today, 
the division has more than 90,000 stu-
dents and will probably continue to grow 
despite a small decrease in students during 
the pandemic.

But not long into the job, Walts had to 
guide the division through crisis. By the 
2009-10 school year, his team was grap-
pling with enrollment that continued to 
grow at roughly the same rate, but fund-
ing that wasn’t keeping pace. �e Great 
Recession had decimated state and local 
budgets, and education spending was be-
ing cut everywhere. 

During the 2010-2011 school year, the 
division had 79,115 students enrolled, 
2,459 more than the previous year. But 
the division’s budget had been cut by more 
than $65 million from the prior year. As 

enrollment continued to grow steadily, the 
division’s budget wouldn’t reach pre-reces-
sion levels until 2012 and continued to run 
well behind student population growth.

To this day, Prince William’s per-pupil 
spending remains below many of its peer 
school divisions.

Walts also saw his share of controver-
sy as superintendent. He is still �ghting a 
defamation lawsuit �led last year by for-
mer School Board Chair Ryan Sawyers 
that resulted indirectly from Walts’ use 
of Twitter to interact with students and 
faculty.  Walts’ Twitter messages were the 
subject of an outside investigation, and his 
retirement announcement came last sum-
mer a�er the School Board did not take 
a vote to extend or renew his contract, 
which expires June 30.  

Also, during the past school year, with 
the backing of many teachers and the 

county teacher’s association, Walts fought 
hard against the plan to reopen buildings 
to most students for in-person learning in 
February. But unlike leaders in some oth-
er Northern Virginia divisions, Walts was 
adamant about getting certain special ed-
ucation students back into buildings at the 
start of last school year.

When the board ultimately decided on 
a split vote to move forward with the Feb-
ruary reopening, Walts asked whether he 
could override that decision, arguing he 
only wanted to act in what he thought was 
the best interests of sta� and students and 
their safety. Ultimately, he carried out the 
plan.

His own, slower plan for a return split 
the eight school board members even-
ly, and contentious meetings regularly 
dragged into the wee hours of the morn-
ing. 

“Our school board room was not much 
di�erent from all school boards across the 
country,” Lateef told InsideNoVa. “�ere 
were contentious debates … and I think a 
lot of credit goes to the school board and 
Dr. Walts for working collaboratively, even 
though at times it didn’t look like it was 
being collaborative. One should remem-
ber that Dr. Walts advocated strongly on 
the safety of his sta� and of the students, 
�rst and foremost.”

At his �nal board meeting last week, 
Walts was still touting what the division 
has to o�er its students, which included 
his recently graduated daughter. From 
pre-kindergarten to full-day kindergar-
ten, from specialty programs in elemen-
tary schools to advanced courses in high 
school, Walts said he was “so thrilled to 
have the opportunity … for all the 90,000 
students to have this kind of an educa-
tion.”

Walts also thanked his long-time dep-
uty, Keith Imon, who is also leaving the 
division at the end of the month.

“�e high schools are like the envy of 
the nation,” he said. 

Walts recalled attending a national 
school boards conference in the spring of 
2005 while still serving as superintendent 
in Greece, N.Y. He said Prince William 
had multiple presentations at the confer-
ence detailing its specialty programs and 
he knew he was heading to a “special di-
vision.”

“It was an honor and a privilege to get 
Prince William,” said Walts, �ghting back 
tears. “�ere’s about 16,000 school systems 
in the U.S. and we’re the 45th largest. And 
you gotta be all in, but it was a pleasure to 
be all in.”
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Later start times coming for high schools?
County studying options;
employee bonuses OK’d

BY JARED FORETEK
jforetek@insidenova.com

�e �rst bell at  Prince William County Public Schools 
could be ringing a lot later for high schoolers in the fall 
of 2022, as the division will spend next year considering 
a plan that would move start times for its oldest students 
to 8:30 a.m. or later. 

At his �nal School Board meeting as superintendent, 
on June 16, Steve Walts �oated three di�erent models. 
�e �rst would invert pre-pandemic schedules and start 
elementary schools �rst and high schools last. Middle 
schools would begin at the same time.

With the second model, all three levels would be de-
layed until at least 8:30 a.m. but would start in the same 
order. Finally, the third model would start middle and 
high schools at the same time, no earlier than 8:30 a.m., 
but would keep elementary schools the same.

Currently, county high schools start between 7:25 and 
7:30 a.m., middle schools between 8:10 and 8:20 a.m. and 
elementary schools between 9:10 and 9:20 a.m.

In his presentation, Walts said costs to the division 
for the first two models would be minimal, but they 
would have significant impacts on the community and 
employers, changing daycare needs, athletics times 
and parental schedules. The last model would cost the 
division the most because it would require bus driv-

ers to accommodate middle and high schoolers at the 
same time.

LaTanya McDade will take over for Walts as superin-
tendent next month and have a hand in cra�ing any pos-
sible changes.

�e idea of changing start times was broached by the 
school board in 2019, with plans to kick o� the study and 
public input process in the spring and summer of 2020. 
Board Chair Babur Lateef said that the pandemic pushed 
all that input and sta� work aside, and nobody on the 
board suggested making any abrupt start time changes 
for the 2021-22 school year.

“I hope that we can reach a point where we are able to 
make a change to start times, and I recognize that that 
is not a smart decision to do for the upcoming school 
year,” Woodbridge District Member Loree Williams said 
during the meeting. 

Walts said there’s widespread agreement among educa-
tional and childhood development experts that later start 
times for older students is bene�cial to their health and 
academic performance. But he also said that the changes 
would come with a cost and not be ideal for everyone. 
Given that, he suggested that the division spend the next 
school year discussing the possible changes with stu-
dents, parents and sta�.

“�e research is saying that you need time to really 
work through this with a community,” Walts said.

Other school divisions around the country have al-
ready responded to the growing research with delays 
to their own start times. In Northern Virginia, Fairfax 

County Public Schools �ipped its middle and high school 
times in 2015.   

BONUSES APPROVED UNANIMOUSLY
Prince William County Public Schools employees will 

end the school year with a bonus, as the School Board 
on June 16 unanimously approved a plan for $1,600 one-
time payments for full-time employees.

Proposed by Coles District Board Member Lisa Zarg-
arpur, the resolution dedicated just over $20 million in 
year-end funds for the bonuses. All full-time employees 
will receive a $1,600 payment (prorated for those who 
weren’t employees the full year). A payment of $500 will 
go to part-time employees, active substitutes and tem-
porary employees who earned at least $1,000 during the 
year.

Division sta� said that the money will come from near-
ly $36 million le� over from the �scal year 2021 budget 
and that no federal money is being used for the bonuses.  

Some speakers during the board’s meeting suggested 
that employees who had been working in person since 
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic should receive even 
more. 

Zargarpur and Williams said it wouldn’t be possible to 
quantify exactly who deserved more than others, but that 
all school employees were deserving of a bonus.

“Yes, we’ve all had very many di�erent ideas about what 
we could do or what we should do, and this is where we 
landed,” Zargapur said Wednesday night. “You can’t say 
somebody’s contribution is better than someone else’s.”

WALTS FROM PAGE 1

Prince William County Public Schools Superintendent Steve Walts greets well-wishers during a re-
ception last week marking his retirement.  
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