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Twana James had a 
successful home-based 
hair-braiding business 
for a decade, but she 
found herself wanting to 
do more for her clients.

“A lot of braid clients 
have alopecia, and they 
were getting braids to 
cover the hair loss,” 
James said. 

T houg h  it  c a n  b e 
caused or exacerbated 
by repeated pulling on 
the hair through the use 
of tight ponytails, braids 
or buns—a condition 
called “traction alope-
cia”—hair loss can also 
be the result of an un-
derlying disease, medi-
cation, psychological 
condition or genetics.

James wants to change 
the misperception that 

when women—espe-
cially Black women—
experience hair loss, it’s 
because they don’t take 
care of their hair.

“The assumption is, 
you’re doing something 
to cause it. It’s your 
fault,” she said. “But if 
you look at the side ef-
fects of many medica-

tions, hair loss is at the 
top. And who wants to 
choose between their 
health and their hair?”

Hair loss can be es-
pecially traumatic for 
women, but it’s also 
t rau mat ic  for  men, 
James said.

“Not every man wants 
to be bald,” she said. 

“Say you’re a man in his 
20s, looking for work. 
You might not want a 
shaved head.”

James felt driven to do 
more for her clients with 
alopecia, but to provide 
some services, she real-
ized that she’d need to be 
licensed.

She didn’t want to go 
to cosmetology school 
because she wasn’t in-
terested in working with 
chemicals, so she en-

WATCH:  
Barber 
Twana James 
practices hair 
replacement 

at her Spotsylvania County 
business. Point your smart-
phone camera at the QR 
code, then tap the link.
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UPENDING ALOPECIA ASSUMPTIONS 

By ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Mark Taylor signed a 
contract with the Spot-
sylvania County School 
Board to serve as the new 
division superintendent 
b e g i n n i n g 
Nov. 1.

The board 
on Friday ap-
proved by a 
vote of 4–3 
a  m o t i o n 
b y  R a b i h 
Abuismail to 
“submit the contract and 
negotiations forward as 
discussed in closed ses-
sion.”

The contract, as de-
scribed on Friday, guar-
antees Taylor more than 
three years of full pay if he 
is fired without cause.

Taylor will also receive 
the full advertised base 
salary of $245,000 per 
year—$30,000 more per 
year than previous super-
intendent Scott Baker was 
making.

Ba ker  was  h i red i n 
2011. In 2018, the board 
increased his base sal-
ary from $195,000 to 
$205,000 per year. Ac-
cording to his most recent 
contract, effective July 
2020, his annual salary 
was $215,000 when he was 
fired without cause in 
January.

Taylor has no experi-
ence in the field of public 
education and is employed 
as  ad m i n istrator  for 
Greene County. According 

to an article in the Char-
lottesville Daily Progress, 
he was hired to that posi-
tion in 2019 at a salary of 
$135,000 per year.

The board discussed 
the contract in a closed 
session Friday with Whit 
Robinson, an attorney 
based in Warrenton with 
a specialty in “land use 
cases, criminal matters, 
construction law, federal 
and state election law and 
government contracts,” 
according to his website.

Twigg said Friday that 
Robinson was hired on 
Sept. 15 through the school 
division’s procurement 
process for a short time 
period, not to exceed one 
month, to “help us with 
needs that are imminent.”

The board’s previous 
attorney, Brad King of the 
Richmond firm Sands 
Anderson, ended his rep-
resentation Sept. 12.

Board members Nicole 
Cole and Dawn Shelley 
said they had concerns 
about employing an attor-
ney without a specialty in 
education law to represent 
the board during its nego-
tiations with Taylor.

“Education law needs 
to be known to under-
stand how a contract for 
a superintendent for a 
school division should be 
properly written,” Cole 
said. “This is not a general 
contract. There are spe-
cific contract provisions 
that we need to know that 

Taylor signs on as 
superintendent

Taylor

SEE SUpERINTENDENT, A6

Female barber gives 
cuts and confidence

PHOTOS BY PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Twana James applies adhesive during a hair replacement process on Dr. Andrew Walker at her 
salon, Crochet Braids, in Spotsylvania County. James transitioned from braiding hair to barbering.

SEE BARBER, A6

James displays some of the tools and products 
she uses for temporary hair replacement.

By DANICA KIRKA, MIKE CORDER 
AND SAMyA KULLAB
ASSOCIATED PRESS

LONDON—The United 
Kingdom and the world 
bade farewell to Queen 
Elizabeth II on Monday 
with a state funeral that 
drew presidents and kings, 
princes and prime minis-
ters—and crowds in the 
streets of London and at 
Windsor Castle—to honor 
a monarch whose 70-year 
reign defined an age.

In a country known for 
pomp and pageantry, the 
first state funeral since 
Winston Churchill’s was 
filled with spectacle: Be-
fore the service, a bell 
tolled 96 times—once a 
minute for each year of 
Elizabeth’s life. Then, 142 
Royal Navy sailors used 
ropes to draw the gun 

carriage carrying her flag-
draped coffin to West-
minster Abbey, where 
pallbearers bore it inside 
and about 2,000 people 
ranging from world lead-

ers to health care workers 
gathered to mourn.

The trappings of state 
and monarchy abounded: 
The coffin was draped 
with the Royal Standard 

and atop it sat the Impe-
rial State Crown, spar-
kling with almost 3,000 
diamonds, and the sover-
eign’s orb and scepter.

But the personal was 
also present: The cof-
fin was followed into the 
church by generations of 
Elizabeth’s descendants, 
including King Charles III, 
heir to the throne Prince 
William and 9-year-old 
George, who is second in 
line. On a wreath atop the 
coffin, a handwritten note 
read, “In loving and de-
voted memory,” and was 
signed Charles R—for Rex, 
or king.

“Here, where Queen 
Elizabeth was married and 
crowned, we gather from 
across the nation, from 
the Commonwealth, and 

Mourners bid final farewell to Elizabeth II

DANNY LAwSON / POOL PHOTO VIA AP

King Charles III and members of the royal family 
follow behind the coffin of Queen Elizabeth II as it is 
carried out of Westminster Abbey after her funeral.

SEE QUEEN, A3

By KEITH EPPS
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

A man who killed his 
sister and stabbed his 
pregnant girlfriend back 
in 2018 in Fredericksburg 
was ordered 
Monday to 
s e r v e  4 9 
y e a r s  i n 
prison.

Daniel A. 
Martinez-
Nolasco, 24, 
w a s  s e n -
te nce d  i n 
Fredericks-
burg Circuit 
Court to a total of 80 years 
with 31 years suspended. 
Judge Gordon Willis’ sen-
tence exceeded the recom-
mended state sentencing 
guidelines, which called 
for a maximum active sen-
tence of 39 years.

It was just a year short 
of the active 50-year sen-
tence requested by Com-
monwealth’s Attorney 
Elizabeth Humphries, who 
said Martinez-Nolasco 
needed to be held account-
able for his “horrifically 
violent” acts.

M a r t i n e z-N o l a s c o 
killed Maria D. Martinez-
Nolasco on Dec. 10, 2018, 
at their home in the 200 
block of Ivanhoe Court 
in the city. According to 

court records, he stabbed 
her in the back at least 
twice after she questioned 
him about not having a job 
and how he was treating 
his pregnant girlfriend, 
Maria E. Machado Ven-
tura.

Machado Ventura was 
also stabbed after she 
went into the kitchen 
to investigate the other 
woman’s screams. The ev-
idence showed that Mar-
tinez-Nolasco stopped 
the attack and ran out of 
the home only after being 
confronted by others in 
the home.

Humphries said mi-
sogyny was a factor in the 
incident, saying Marti-
nez-Nolasco got especially 
angry because he was be-
ing questioned by women.

Martinez-Nolasco was 
arrested shortly after the 
stabbings and has been in 
custody ever since. His 
case has been delayed by 
multiple mental health ex-
aminations, the pandemic 
and frequent attorney 
changes. His current at-
torney, Jim Ilijevich, is the 
fourth lawyer Martinez-
Nolasco has had since his 
arrest.

Martinez-Nolasco was 
still trying to get out of his 

City man gets 49 years  
in 2018 killing, stabbing

Martinez–
Nolasco

SEE SENTENCE, A6
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we can be counseled on for 
our protection as a board, 
since the superintendent 
is someone that we hire.”

Board member Lorita 
Daniels attempted to ap-
peal Twigg’s decision to 
hire Robinson without a 
full vote from the board, 
but her appeal was over-
turned by a 4–3 vote.

Robinson told the board 
prior to going into closed 
session that the contract 
with Taylor was “primar-
ily based on the previous 
one.”

“We are not reinventing 
the wheel,” he said.

But after the closed ses-
sion, Cole and Daniels 
described some of the 
provisions as being “out of 
the norm.”

Cole described a provi-
sion stating that Taylor 
will receive three years 
and eight months of full 
pay if he is fired without 
cause as “a real egregious 
overreach.”

“In our standard con-
tract, historically, if the 
superintendent is ter-
minated without cause, 
he gets paid through one 
year,” she said. “For this 
contract, they want to 
make sure this individual 
gets paid through the end 
of three years and eight 
months, regardless of how 
long he works.”

Baker’s contract from 

July 2020 states that he 
will receive all compensa-
tion, salary and benefits 
for one year from the ef-
fective date of his ter-
mination without cause, 
or until June 30, 2024, 
whichever time period is 
shorter.

Shelley said the contract 
with Taylor also waives 
School Board policy that 
states that employees 
must work for a minimum 
of 15 years before retire-
ment to receive health 
insurance retiree benefits.

“No matter how long 
he works, he will receive 
health insurance, which 
could cost the division 
hundreds upon hundreds 
upon hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars,” she said.

The contract also pro-
vides Taylor with an 
amount to cover moving 
expenses, though not the 
full $10,000 originally 
requested, Daniels said 
Friday.

According to Spotsyl-
vania County’s real estate 
database, Taylor and his 
wife, Francesca—under 
their company The Spotsy 
Spot—own a house in the 
Spotsylvania Courthouse 
area.

They also own a house 
in Standardsville, about 
60 miles away, according 
to Greene County data.

Shelley also cited con-
cern with a provision in 
the contract that states 
the board cannot discuss 

Taylor or his performance 
without him being pres-
ent.

“We are not allowed to 
talk about him unless he’s 
in the room,” she said.

Daniels commented 
that the contract is written 
“as if the person accepting 
this contract is our boss.”

“I think it’s important 
that when we hire some-
one, we set the tone and 
parameters,” she said. 
“I understand there are 
negotiations, but we also 
need to be clear that we are 
the boss.”

None of the other board 
members commented on 
the contract Friday.

“I don’t feel comfortable 
speaking about something 
that is not finalized,” Vice 
Chair April Gillespie said. 
“We are still in negotia-
tions.”

Cole said Monday after-
noon that she is disputing 
whether the contract can 
legally go into effect, since 
Friday’s vote was to move 
negotiations forward, not 
to authorize the chair to 
accept or sign a contract.

“This is all under fur-
ther deliberation,” Twigg 
said Friday.

Cole said at Friday’s 
meeting that she is filing a 
lawsuit in circuit court to 
appeal the Virginia Board 
of Education’s decision to 
license Taylor.
Adele Uphaus–Conner:  
540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele@flsadele
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rolled in Seaward’s Bar-
ber Academy in Stafford 
County.

James, 51, completed 
most of the yearlong pro-
gram while continuing to 
work part-time and be a 
single mom to her three 
children. She was the 
only female student, and 
recently became the first 
female graduate.

She’s taken a leap and 
moved her business out of 
her home and into Finesse 
Salon Studios in Spotsyl-
vania County, where she 
sees clients who come to 
her from the Fredericks-
burg area as well as from 
North Carolina, Florida, 
California and New York.

James moved to the 
Fredericksburg area from 
Northern Virginia in 2013. 
The daughter of an Ar-
lington County sheriff’s 
deputy, she is a veteran of 
six years in the Army and 
a 20-year career in broad-
casting.

She got her start in 
braiding by sharing a You-
Tube video of the tech-
nique she developed for 
attaching crochet braids—
or synthetic hair exten-
sions—to natural hair.

The video went viral 
and people started ask-
ing James how much she 
charged for the service.

She hadn’t thought 
about doing hair as a busi-
ness, but after realizing 
that she could pay for her 
children’s preschool while 
working at home, she 
launched Crochet Braids 
by Twana.

When James started 
barber school, she’d never 
held a pair of shears and 
had anxiety about touch-
ing people’s skin.

She credits Joe Seward, 
a retired Marine, mas-
ter barber and owner/
instructor at Seward’s 
Barber Academy, with 
helping her get over her 
squeamishness.

“He made me feel com-
fortable,” she said.

With her new skills, 
James wants to help cli-
ents who desire to transi-
tion to natural hair from 
hair extensions.

“That can be life-alter-
ing,” said James. “Hair 
cuts are much less expen-
sive than hair extensions 
and less time-consum-
ing.”

She also strives to cre-
ate a family-friendly and 
private space where male 
and female clients with 
hair loss feel comfort-
able taking off their wigs, 
hats and headscarves and 

letting her come up with 
solutions that make them 
feel good.

“People feel better when 
they look better,” James 
said. “If I can be a conduit 
to that, I’m blessed.”

James is now working 
on growing and expanding 
her business and possibly 
taking her services into 
the local homeless popula-
tion.

“I’d love to work with 
that population as a min-
istry,” she said.

She’d also love to open 
an all-female barber shop 
one day.

Until then, she’d be hap-
py just to see more female 
barbers.

“There is a lot more to 
barbering than cutting 
hair,” James said. “A lot of 
barbers have gotten away 
from the art of barbering 
and I think it will take 
women to bring it back.”
Adele Uphaus–Conner:  
540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele

BarBer
► FROM A1

James combs out locks adhered to Dr. Walker’s 
temples in her Spotsylvania salon on Thursday.

PHOTOS BY PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Twana James finishes a hair replacement process on Dr. Andrew Walker.  
She transitioned to barbering to offer more services to clients with hair loss.

plea agreement Monday. 
Willis denied a motion 
to withdraw from the 
plea following a lengthy 
hearing that preceded the 
sentencing hearing. All of 
his former lawyers were 
there, along with a forensic 
psychologist who testified 
that Martinez-Nolasco 

feigned memory problems 
when doctors tried to 
examine him at Western 
State Hospital.

During the sentencing 
hearing, Ilijevich asked 
Willis to sentence his 
client within the guide-
lines and said he had no 
prior history of violence. 
Martinez-Nolasco made 
a statement through an 
interpreter in which he 
expressed love for his vic-

tims and said he was sorry 
about what happened to 
them.

Willis called the in-
cident a “tragedy that 
should have never hap-
pened” and said Martinez-
Nolasco would have likely 
killed both women if not 
for the courageous inter-
vention of others.

Keith Epps: 540/374-5404 
kepps@freelancestar.com

SentenCe
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By MIKE STOBBE
ASSOCIATEd PRESS

N E W YOR K—Sharply 
rising cases of some sexu-
ally transmitted diseas-
es—including a 26% rise 
in new syphilis infections 
reported last year—are 
prompting U.S. health 
officials to call for new 
prevention and treatment 
efforts.

“It is imperative that 
we ... work to rebuild, in-
novate, and expand (STD) 
prevention in the U.S.,” 
said Dr. Leandro Mena of 
the U.S. Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Preven-
tion in a speech Monday 
at a medical conference 
on sexually transmitted 
diseases.

Infections rates for 
some STDs, including 
gonorrhea and syphi-
lis, have been rising for 
years. Last year the rate of 
syphilis cases reached its 
highest since 1991 and the 
total number of cases hit 
its highest since 1948. HIV 
cases are also on the rise, 
up 16% last year.

And an international 
outbreak of monkeypox, 
which is being spread 
mainly between men who 
have sex with other men, 
has further highlighted 

the nation’s worsening 
problem with diseases 
spread mostly through 
sex.

David Harvey, executive 
director of the National 
Coalition of STD Direc-
tors, called the situation 
“out of control.”

Officials are working 
on new approaches to the 
problem, such as home-
test kits for some STDs 
that will make it easier for 
people to learn they are 
infected and to take steps 
to prevent spreading it to 
others, Mena said.

Another expert said 
a core part of any effort 
must work to increase the 
use of condoms.

“It’s pretty simple. 
More sexually transmit-
ted infections occur when 
people are having more 
unprotected sex,” said 
Dr. Mike Saag, an infec-
tious disease expert at the 
University of Alabama at 
Birmingham.

Syphilis is a bacterial 
disease that surfaces as 
genital sores but can ul-
timately lead to severe 
symptoms and death if left 
untreated.

New syphilis infections 
plummeted in the U.S. 
starting in the 1940s when 
antibiotics became widely 

available. They fell to their 
lowest ever by 1998, when 
fewer than 7,000 new 
cases were reported na-
tionwide. The CDC was so 
encouraged by the prog-
ress it launched a plan to 
eliminate syphilis in the 
U.S.

But by 2002 cases be-
gan rising again, largely 
among gay and bisexual 
men, and they kept going. 
In late 2013, CDC ended its 
elimination campaign in 
the face of limited fund-
ing and escalating cases, 
which that year surpassed 
17,000.

By  2020  c a s es  h ad 
reached nearly 41,700 and 
they spiked even further 
last year, to more than 
52,000.

The rate of cases has 
been rising, too, hitting 
about 16 per 100,000 peo-
ple last year. That’s the 
highest in three decades.

Rates are highest in 
men who have sex with 
men, and among Black 
and Hispanic Americans 
and Native Americans. 
While the rate for women 
is lower than it is for men, 
officials noted that it’s has 
been rising more dramati-
cally—up about 50% last 
year.

‘Out of control’ STD situation 
prompts call for changes
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LillyLa Fave, 5, reaches
out toher 3-year-old

sister,Addy,who smiled
for the cameraduring a
pony ride at theState Fair
ofVirginia atMeadow
EventPark inCaroline
CountyonSaturday.
The event—featuring

midway rides, fair food,
animal and agricultural
shows, a full lineupof
performers andother
entertainment—kicked
off Friday andwill goon
through this Sunday.
For the first time since

2020, organizers say
openingday attendance
was consistentwithpre-

pandemicnumbers.
At top,ReileyOver-

baugh, 10, andher broth-
er, Patrick, 8, spin around
on theTornado;Audrey
Jenkins, 5, (left) and
her6-year-old brother,
Kyler, enjoy cotton candy;
and JonathanPayneof
KingWilliam loseshis
sunglasses ashe rides a
mechanical bull.
At left, RhondaMonger

ofHarrisonburg sheers
Mater, aDorset sheep, as
her son,GannonLong,
brushesMater’s legs as
theyprepare for a show.
Formore information,

visit statefairva.org.
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The Spotsylvania Board of
Supervisors will hold a public
hearing Tuesday night to ad-
dress ordinances concerning a
proposedwaterpark resort.
The public hearing will ad-

dress Kalahari Resorts & Con-
ventions’ interest in obtaining a
loan through a Virginia tourism
program that requires the state
and county to help cover the
costs with tax revenue earned
by the resort.
The meeting, which starts at

6 p.m., will be held at the Hol-
bertBuilding.
In July, supervisors approved

rezoning nearly 135 acres be-
tween U.S. 1 and Interstate 95
from agricultural to planned
development commercial so
Kalahari can build the resort.

Public
hearing set
on Kalahari
loan plan
SPOTSYLVANIA RESIDENTS
ALSO INVITED TOWEIGH IN
ONWATER, SEWER BONDS

SEE KALAHARI, A6

BYMICHAELMARTZ
RICHMONDTIMES–DISPATCH

Prince William County Su-
pervisor Yesli Vega has declined
to participate in a debate with
Rep.AbigailSpanberger,D–7th,
that would have been held in
Fredericksburg in the heart of
the newly drawn 7th Congres-
sionalDistrict.
Stephen Farnsworth, director

of the Center for Leadership and
Media Studies at the Univer-
sity of MaryWashington, con-
firmedMonday that the Repub-
lican challenger had declined
an invitation to participate in
a debate organized by the uni-
versity’s student government
organization, The Free Lance–
Star, Virginia Public Media, the

Vega declines
debate with
Spanberger in
Fredericksburg

SEEDEBATE, A6

BYJAMESSCOTTBARON
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

Virginia Gov. Glenn
Youngkin visited Staf-
ford County on Mon-
day afternoon to tour a
virtual learning labora-
tory and donate more
than $40,000 of his sal-
ary to the local nonprofit
that’s helping high school
students earn a degree
and pursue a career in the
information technology
field after graduation.
“At the end of the day,

this is about talent and

this is about aspirations
and this is about com-
munity and this is about
vision and this is about
commitment,” Youngkin
said. “Most importantly,
this is aboutbelieving.Be-
lieving in each other and
believing that together,we
can in fact domore.”
Youngkin, who was ac-

companied by first lady
Suzanne Youngkin, de-
livered his remarks at
GCubed, a North Staf-
ford-based government
contracting agency that
specializes in IT and cy-

bersecurity. The gover-
nor said GCubed’s non-
profit—G³ Community
Services—“improves lives
and strengthens commu-
nities” and is an inspira-
tion in the Fredericksburg
region.
“The fact that you’re

able to work together in
order to bring science and
technology and engineer-
ing and arts and math to-
gether with students who
have a passion,” Youngkin
said.“Thatpassioniswhat
translates into both learn-
ing andopportunity.”

VernonGreen,president
ofGCubed, said he formed
the nonprofit about eight
years ago. Since then,
he has partnered with
Stafford County Public
Schools and Germanna
Community College to
provide the Cyber-4+ pro-
gram in all five Stafford
high schools. Green said
Youngkin’s donation of
$43,700—about one third
of the governor’s quarterly
salary—will help his non-
profit expand its reach to

In Stafford, Youngkinmakes donation to nonprofit

JAMES SCOTT BARON / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Gov. Glenn Youngkin delivers remarks at GCubed.
The company’s nonprofit is an ‘inspiration,’ he said.SEE YOUNGKIN, A6

$2.00 •  • Volume 138, Issue 361 • A Lee Enterprises Newspaper • Copyright 2022 Follow us online:  facebook.com/fredericksburgdotcom  twitter.com/NewsInTheBurg

InsideLearn all about Kwanzaa, 
starting with what Habari 
Gani means. KID SCOOP, A6

ADELE UPHAUS
The Free Lance–Star 

Many people were inspired 
to take action during the racial 
justice protests that followed 
the murder of George Floyd in 
summer 2020 — but perhaps 
not many were as young as Eli-
jah Wilson. 

He was 12 at the time, but he felt 
called to respond to the strong, 
raw feelings he saw in footage of 

protests across the country, some 
of which turned destructive. 

“I saw businesses being de-
stroyed and I thought, ‘That’s 
not how we should be doing this,’” 
said Elijah, now 15 and a freshman 
at James Monroe High School. “I 
wanted to find a way to share that 
we are all created equal.”

Elijah said his family always 
taught him to treat others the 
way he would want to be treated, 
and that’s the message he wanted 
to promote.

He wrote down his feelings 
in his phone’s notepad app and 
went in to see his parents, James 
and Robyn Wilson.

“I told them, ‘I want to do 
something,’” he recalled.

He shared his vision of that 
simple phrase — “created equal” 
— on T-shirts, hats and hoodies. 
His parents were on board right 
away and CreatedEqual was born.

James Wilson reached out to 
some friends who are graphic de-
signers. They worked with Elijah 
on his vision for the design of the 
CreatedEqual brand, which Eli-
jah saw as “kind of graffiti-like, 
but also clean.”

The E in “equal” is double un-
derlined to reference the math-
ematical symbol for equality. 
It’s also a callout to Elijah’s own 

nickname, “E.” 
Elijah had shirts made with the 

CreatedEqual logo for his imme-
diate and extended family and 
shared the design on his social 
media. As the Wilsons sported 
the shirts around town, people 
started asking where they could 
purchase their own. 

“The very first shirt I sold was 
to a friend of my mom’s,” Elijah 
said. “I thought, OK, this is really 
going to go somewhere. People 
really like this.”

Robyn Wilson said her son 
earns money from doing chores 

With 2022 barreling to-
ward 2023, here’s a 
roundup of milestones 

for major road and rail projects 
this year in the Fredericksburg 
area.

Interstate 95  
crossing project 

The new, three-lane north-
bound Rappahannock River 
crossing bridge on Interstate 95 

opened to traffic 
in early Decem-
ber.

The new span 
joins the south-
bound bridge of 
the Rappahan-
nock River cross-
ing project, which 
added three 
lanes to separate 

through-traffic from local traffic 
between State Route 3 in Freder-
icksburg and U.S. 17 in Stafford 
County. The new bridges are 
buttressed by the older Rappah-
annock River spans.

There is still work to be done 
for the $132-million north-
bound crossing project as crews 
continue building the lanes. 
The completion is scheduled 
for spring 2024.

Projects 
in review: 
our roads 
in 2022

CATHY DYSON
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If there has to be a story about 
COVID-19 over the holidays, per-
haps the ideal subject is Dr. Jorge 
Dolojan.

The 52-year-old pulmonol-
ogist—a specialist who treats 
lung conditions—has dealt with 
COVID’s devastation for the bet-
ter part of three years. He’s seen 

patients gasp for air as their lungs 
failed and he worried whether 
there would be enough staff and 
ventilators to treat all those who 
needed help.

“We’ve been through some-
thing awful, right?” he said. 

But Dolojan feels differently 
during his third consecutive De-
cember of dealing with COVID, 
both at his practice, Virginia Pul-
monology and Critical Care, and 
at Spotsylvania Regional Medical 
Center.

While the virus certainly hasn’t 
disappeared—in fact, local cases 
are ramping up again, just as they 

are nationwide—the doctor says 
he feels “extremely positive” 
about the medical community’s 
ability to treat it.

“This is an entirely different 
environment than it was last year 
and the year prior, for sure,” he 
said, noting that vaccines have 
helped weaken the virus and 
treatments such as Paxlovid have 
kept people out of the hospital.

Those in the hospital with 
COVID aren’t as severely ill as a 
year or two ago, he said. The flu 
has been the bigger issue in the last 
month, but there are medicines to 
treat that as well, Dolojan added.

Local hospitals haven’t been 
overwhelmed with respiratory 
patients like they were last year, 
which means vital resources are 
still in place for those who’ve had 
heart attacks, vehicle accidents 
and other emergencies.

And that’s why Dolojan feels a 
sense of hope this holiday season.

“If you look at the many things 
that have happened to society, this 
is not the first time we’ve had pan-
demics, epidemics, horrible dis-
eases,” he said. “We’ve been able 
to survive all of it and that means 
something. That says something 
about who’s watching over us, so 

I can’t help but be positive.”
Having that said, the doctor 

acknowledges no one wants to be 
sick, especially during the holi-
days, and a triumvirate of respi-
ratory problems continue to wreak 
havoc on residents of the Freder-
icksburg area.

Problems include ongoing 
cases of COVID; the spread of re-
spiratory syncytial virus, or RSV, 
among adults when it used to be 
an issue primarily with sick ba-
bies; and a flu season that started 
earlier than normal.

Local doctor remains optimistic

TRISTAN LOREI, THE FREE LANCE–STAR 

Elijah Wilson, a freshman at James Monroe High School, sits in front of some of his clothing that he made for his brand ‘Created Equal’ in his 
home. He was inspired by the George Floyd protests and his own desire to promote unity. 
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The same way the fizz builds 
up in a shaken can of carbonated 
soda, the buzz about bringing 
back Northern Neck Ginger Ale 
is on the rise.

A group of supporters who 
started with a Facebook page, 
Save Northern Neck Ginger Ale, 
have organized a nonprofit called 
the Northern Neck Foundation. 
The mission is to preserve the 

area’s “cultural and historical 
icons” with the first project be-
ing the effort to save Northern 
Neck Ginger Ale, “a proud Vir-
ginia tradition since 1926,” ac-
cording to a news release.

In addition, the foundation 
and its board of directors are 
accepting applications for vol-
unteers to serve on an advisory 
council. Members will meet on 
an ad-hoc basis, guide the di-
rectors in decision-making and 
provide additional resources.

Savannah Carabin is on the 
foundation’s board of directors 
along with fellow King George 

County native Stephanie John-
son, who started campaigning 
for Northern Neck Ginger Ale 
in 2020, before the formal an-
nouncement of its demise.

Coca–Cola had purchased the 
company from the Carver family 
in 2001, then ceased production 
in July 2020 because of an alu-
minum shortage. Three months 
later, it announced a permanent 
discontinuation, part of a “brand 
purge” of certain items.

Carabin said the directors, 
which include Chip Jones, Kathy 

Soda fans form nonprofit

CHIP JONES 

The newly formed Northern Neck Foundation has made bringing back local 
ginger ale, “a proud Virginia tradition since 1926,” its first mission. 

Teen’s brand promotes unity

After years of COVID, 
pulmonologist ‘can’t 
help but be positive’

JM freshman builds 
apparel business  
on vision of equality

It’s been a busy year 
on local highways, in 
more ways than one

GETTING THERE

SCOTT 
SHENK

Northern Neck Ginger 
Ale supporters unite

Please see COVID-19, Page A5

Please see SHENK, Page A5

Please see ALE, Page A5

Please see CREATEDEQUAL, Page A5
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around the house and playing the 
drums at a local church. The Wil-
sons told Elijah they would match 
whatever amount he wanted to 
put in to buying a press so he could 
print more CreatedEqual shirts.

“We wanted to make sure this 
was really something he wanted to 
do,” Robyn Wilson said. 

The Wilsons said they weren’t 
surprised by Elijah’s initial desire 

to respond to the protests in a pos-
itive way. 

“He always has been aware 
and conscious of his surround-
ings,” James Wilson said. “That’s 
something we taught him: always 
keep your eyes open. And he’s very 
caring.”

But they were surprised by his 
commitment to his vision. Elijah 
put up $500 of his own money, 
which they matched. 

“To see him follow through with 
it is impressive,” James Wilson 
said. “A lot of kids have ideas but 

put them aside. We see the pas-
sion behind this.”

Since 2020, Elijah has sold 1,500 
CreatedEqual items. Each one 
comes with the message of unity 
and equality. 

“This is more than a shirt—
there’s a movement behind it,” 
Elijah said. “It’s not about Black 
or white, but all ethnicities.”

He recently expanded the Cre-
atedEqual collection, adding au-
tism awareness and Black His-
tory Month editions of his shirts, 
hoodies, hats and tote bags. 

This year, Elijah received the in-
augural Rising Young King award 
from the Hypeman Foundation, a 
local nonprofit founded in honor 
of Isaac “Hype-man” Evans, a 
James Monroe High School grad-
uate and Army reservist who was 
killed in a car crash last year. 

“Elijah shares a lot of the same 
qualities as [Isaac],” Robyn Wilson 
said. “They’re both family- and 
church-oriented.”

The award money is going back 
into the CreatedEqual brand, Eli-
jah said. He also received an award 

this year from the Spotsylvania 
Branch of the NAACP. 

Elijah’s goals for the future 
are to establish a website, open 
a CreatedEqual store and con-
tinue spreading his message, both 
through selling and giving away 
his merchandise. 

“He’s also a giver,” Robyn Wil-
son said. “I teach him that you 
have to give in order to get.” 

adele uphaus: 540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele

Morse Clarke and a fifth mem-
ber to be added next month, were 
compelled to make the effort to 
save their favorite soda official.

“Quite frankly, we had no 
choice but to formally organize,” 
she wrote in an email. “The (al-
most) 7,000 people in our group 
want to see our cultural icon re-
turn just as much as we do. They 
made the decision, we just set the 
ball in motion.”

Local governments and state 
politicians have joined the throngs 
of people calling for Coca–Cola 
“to find a way to continue the 

production and sale of Northern 
Neck Ginger Ale,” as stated by Rep. 
Rob Wittman last week in a let-
ter to the company’s CEO James 
Quincey.

Wittman urged the CEO to work 
with residents and stakeholders to 
“return this classic beverage to the 
people of the Northern Neck.”

Sen. Tim Kaine wrote a similar 
letter earlier this month, and lo-
cal governments in King George 
and Westmoreland counties and 
the Town of Montross, where the 
ginger ale initially was produced, 
have passed resolutions of sup-
port.

As the grassroots effort to save 
the beverage has gained steam, 
the foundation has unveiled a 

website at savennkga.org, noting 
the group’s progress and the rea-
sons people are so fond of North-
ern Neck Ginger Ale. Everything 
about the website and its pro-
fessional look were produced in-
house, Carabin said.

The foundation is on the fifth 
step of its seven-part strategy 
with an ultimate goal of resum-
ing production of Northern Neck 
Ginger Ale through a contract 
with a local bottling company, ac-
cording to the website. Supporters 
hope to enlist help from Virginia 
Economic and Tourism Boards to 
convince Coca–Cola to donate 
the brand and production rights 
to the Northern Neck Foundation 
to ensure the drink’s “perpetuity 

and stimulate economic growth in 
our community.”

The website also includes some 
interesting answers to the survey 
question, “What does Northern 
Neck Ginger Ale mean to you?” 
Common themes among the 735 
people who answered said the 
drink often was requested by 
those terminally ill and “local 
doctors used to prescribe it by 
name.” Others said it was a form of 
currency when repaying others for 
favors as well as a wedding bever-
age and popular gift, particularly 
for family members in other parts 
of the country.

cathy dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com

Ale
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Fans of Northern Neck Ginger ale 
have formed a nonprofit with the 
mission of reviving the popular 
soda with local roots.

Health officials always expect 
respiratory problems this time of 
year, said Erin Perkins, who coor-
dinates the COVID-19 response 
team for the Rappahannock Area 
Health District.

But the level of activity is noth-
ing like the norm.

“In November, rates of flu-like 
illnesses were what we are used to 
seeing in January and February, 
which is typically the peak of flu 
season here,” she said.

Children have been particularly 
hard hit and area pediatricians 
have reported cases of otherwise 
healthy youngsters suffering one 
illness after another since school 
started in mid-August. On Thurs-
day, the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention added another 
alert to the list: an increase in pe-
diatric cases of invasive group A 
strep infections.

Group A Streptococcus is the 
same bacteria that causes typical 
strep throat, but the CDC said a 
more invasive form, which causes 
more severe and sometimes fatal 
issues, was found in Colorado and 
other states.

And then there’s COVID-19 
itself. Information about cases, 
hospitalizations and vaccina-
tion levels isn’t as readily avail-
able these days as two years ago, 
when the Virginia Department of 

Health’s website listed daily re-
ports for every locality.

However, the Rappahannock 
Area Health District, which covers 
Fredericksburg and the counties of 
Caroline, King George, Spotsylva-
nia and Stafford, has posted weekly 
updates on Facebook this month 
about rising COVID numbers. 

Its report includes cases and 

deaths for the previous seven 
days. Sometimes, hospitalizations 
are reported. Mary Washington 
Hospital has treated the bulk of 
COVID-19 patients since the 
pandemic, but no staff members 
were available last week to talk 
with The Free Lance–Star.

Thursday’s report from the 
local health district showed 630 

new cases and two new deaths 
for the previous week. The count 
of hospitalized patients in Mary 
Washington Hospital, Stafford 
Hospital and Spotsylvania Re-
gional Medical Center was not 
available.

But the week before, Dec. 15, 
showed 461 new cases and 30 
people hospitalized, with six of 

them in intensive care.
By comparison, the health dis-

trict’s most recent report before 
December was from early Novem-
ber. At that time, there were 260 
new COVID cases reported for the 
previous seven days, 16 people in 
the hospital with the virus and one 
death.

Case numbers tend to include 
tests done only at medical facili-
ties since those who take at-home 
tests may not report the findings.

And on that subject, the federal 
government and the local library 
continue to offer free COVID tests.

Each family can order four free 
rapid antigen tests through the U.S. 
Postal Service at covid.gov/tests. 
The post office started shipping the 
latest batch of tests last week.

The Central Rappahannock 
Regional Library also is offering 
up to four COVID tests per vis-
its at most of its branches during 
hours of operation through a part-
nership with the state health de-
partment. Kits are not available at 
Towne Centre Branch, Fried Cen-
ter or IdeaSpace.

To reserve a kit for curbside 
pickup, go to librarypoint.org/ask 
to request tests through chat or 
phone, not through email, during 
library hours. Those interested 
should specify their preferred 
pickup branch. Tests cannot be 
requested after hours.

cathy dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com
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dr. Jorge dolojan, a pulmonologist, consults with patient Verell Jones at Virginia Pulmonology and critical care 
in spotsylvania on Thursday. The doctor says he feels “extremely positive” about the medical community’s 
ability to treat cOVId-19.

Express lanes 
This year the interstate 

express lanes marked a 
decade since the opening of 
the Interstate 495 portion in 
November 2012 “as the first truly 
dynamically priced managed 
lanes system in the United 
States,” the electronically tolled 
lanes operator, Transurban, 
announced.

Work started in August 2012 
on the conversion of a 29-mile 
stretch of I-95’s free HOV lanes 
to express lanes, from State 

Route 610 in Stafford County 
north to the Beltway.

The toll lanes opened in 
December 2014, and work to 
extend them has been underway 
ever since.

The Stafford merge area was 
extended south in 2017. Another 
10-mile lengthening of the lanes 
started in 2019 and continues 
today.

The latest extension, 
scheduled to open in late 2023, 
will take the toll lanes to U.S. 17 
in Stafford.

Nice Bridge 
The renamed Harry W. Nice 

Memorial/Sen. Thomas “Mac” 

Middleton Bridge on U.S. 301 
opened in October.

It took a decade to come to 
fruition, but the new 1.7-mile 
span, at the crossing over the 
Potomac River between King 
George County and Charles 
County, Maryland, opened three 
months early.

The $463 million project 
added a new span to replace the 
other, 82-year-old truss bridge. 
The new span has two lanes in 
each direction with barriers 
between the eastbound and 
westbound lanes.

scott shenk: 540/374-5436 
sshenk@freelancestar.com
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The new 
Nice/
middleton 
bridge 
over the 
Potomac 
river 
opened 
ahead of 
schedule 
this year.
TRISTAN 
LOREI, 
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LANCE–
STAR 
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LOS ANGELES — The 
chorus against Ticket-
master’s contentious 
concert pricing practices 
is growing, numbering 
among them Zach Bryan 
and friends.

The country music artist 
dropped a live album, “All 
My Homies Hate Ticket-
master,” on Sunday. With 
it came a statement posted 
to social media in which he 
decried “a massive issue 
with fair ticket prices to 
live shows lately.”

“I’ve decided to play a 
limited number of head-
line shows next year to 
which I’ve done all I can 
to make prices as cheap 
as possible and to prove to 
people tickets don’t have 
to cost $450 to see a good 
and honest show,” Bryan 

wrote, cautioning that 
he didn’t have control of 
ticket prices for festivals 
he’ll play.

The statement doesn’t 
mention Ticketmaster by 
name except in the new al-
bum title, though he tagged 
the company in a separate 
Instagram post displaying 
the track listing. A message 
seeking comment from 
Ticketmaster was not im-
mediately returned.

Ticketmaster has faced a 
slew of bad press and scru-
tiny in recent weeks, no-
tably around the botched 
rollout of tickets for su-
perstar Taylor Swift’s up-
coming Eras Tour.

A presale event in 
mid-November crashed 
the site and left many 
fans without tickets; the 
planned general sale for 

the stadium tour was sub-
sequently scrapped be-
cause the dominant tick-
eting giant had run out of 
tickets. The debacle has 
even led several state at-
torneys general to open 
investigations.

Ticketmaster Mexico is 
also in hot water over a Bad 
Bunny concert in Mexico 
City where thousands were 
left in the cold thanks to 
fake tickets. Mexico’s con-
sumer protection agency 
announced an investiga-
tion, but Ticketmaster 
Mexico denied the Decem-
ber concert was oversold 
and instead blamed false 
tickets bought through 
unofficial channels and 
“temporary interruptions 
in the ticket reading sys-
tem, which unfortunately 
momentarily impeded 

recognition of legitimate 
tickets.”

Experts say the frustra-
tion over Ticketmaster’s 
practices could drive po-
litical engagement, which 
Bryan alluded to in his 
statement when criticizing 
inaction while “huge mo-
nopolies sit there stealing 
money from working class 
people.”

A songwriter “trying 
to make ‘relatable music 
for the working class man 
or woman’ should pride 
themself on fighting for 
the people who listen to 
the words they’re singing,” 
he added.

As of Monday morning, 
Bryan enjoyed a one-two 
punch atop Apple Mu-
sic’s country chart: The 
24-track “All My Homies 
Hate Ticketmaster,” a re-

cording of his Nov. 3 show 
at Colorado’s Red Rocks 
Amphitheatre, is at No. 1, 
followed by his 2022 ma-

jor label debut, “American 
Heartbreak.”

Bryan said he would an-
nounce a tour soon.

Singer drops ‘All My Homies Hate Ticketmaster’ album

CreatedEqual
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TO PLACE AN OBITUARY
visit https://ads.fredericksburg.com/

fredericksburg-adportal/obits/index.html or
email to flsobits@freelancestar.com.

Obituaries can be published daily in Free
Lance Star and Sunday and Tuesday through
Friday in the Culpeper Star Exponent. We edit
obituaries to conform to newspaper style.

Our obituary office hours are Monday through
Friday 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Our deadline
is 3 p.m. for the next publication date. Our

offices are closed on Sundays.
To reach us by phone call

540-374-5410
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“We walked out because our
education should not be affected
by our gender identities,” said
Aniela Tolero, a student at Court-
land High School in Spotsylvania
Countywhoparticipated intoday’s
walkout. “We are tired of being
mistreated and will not stand for
it.”
In addition to Courtland, there

were walkouts at Chancellor,
Riverbend and Spotsylvania high
schools in Spotsylvania; at Moun-
tain View, Stafford and Brooke
Point high schools in Stafford
County; at Culpeper and Eastern
View high schools in Culpeper
County; and at Fauquier, Kettle
Run and Liberty high schools in
FauquierCounty.
Pride Liberation Project, a stu-

dent-led organization based in
Fairfax County, coordinated with
student organizers at nearly 100
schools across the state to stage

thewalkouts.
Locally, many of the walkouts

took place in school buildings,
and administrators worked with
studentorganizers so thewalkouts
couldoccur safely.
“This morning, at Culpeper

County High School and East-
ern View High School, students
participated in a demonstration
prior to the start of school inhonor
of LGBTQ+ rights,” said Cul-
peper school spokeswoman Laura
Hoover. “At each school, approxi-
mately 60–70 students gathered

outside. ... The students appropri-
ately followed the processes for a
student demonstration according
to the student handbook. We re-
spect our students’ ability to prac-
tice theirConstitutional rights.”
The VDOE in 2021, under Gov.

Ralph Northam, published model
policies on the treatment of trans-
gender students in public schools,
as required by a bill enacted by the
GeneralAssembly in 2020.
The 2021 model policies were

designed to “minimize social stig-
matization for [LGBTQ+] students
and maximize opportunities for
social integration so that all stu-
dents have an equal opportunity
to attend school, be engaged, and
achieve academic success,” they
state.
“This process should be in-

formed by the needs of students,
and the strongest policies are

BYJAMESSCOTTBARON
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

Preparations are under-
way for the 12th annual
Stafford County Agricul-
tural and Homemaking
Fair nextmonth.
“Volunteers, vendors, a

few displays, I meanwe’ve
got some, but a little more
would help, also,” said fair
managerGordonShelton.
Shelton said this year’s

biggest attraction for fair-
goers is free parking and
admission all four days.
The event will kick off at
5 p.m.Oct. 13.
“Due to the disaster

with COVID and due to
the economy changing, I
just feel like I need to give
families something so
they can afford to come
more than one day,” Shel-
ton said.
For the last four years,

the Stafford County Fair
was held in the 9000

blockofCelebrateVirginia
Parkway, but it will be
held at a different location
this year. The new venue
for the event, which runs
through Oct. 16, will be
the University of Mary
Washington’s Stafford
campus at 121 University
Blvd.
“The (university) helped

us and supported us,”
Shelton said. “We were
very, very fortunate that
theyhelpedusout.”
Although the fair tra-

ditionally offers motor-
sports events, including
dirt drag races, and an
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WALKOUTS STAGEDATDOZENSOF SCHOOLS

MANAGER SAYS EVENT
TOOFFER ‘SOMETHING
FOR EVERYONE’

Wewalked out because
our education should not
be affected by our gender
identities.

—STUDENTANIELATOLERO

BYADELEUPHAUS–CONNER
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

Students acrossVirginia—including at seven area
high schools—participated inwalkoutsTuesday

inprotest of theVirginiaDepartment of Education’s
proposed changes to transgender policies.

BYAMANDASEITZ
ASSOCIATEDPRESS

WA SH INGTON—Fo r
the first time in a decade,
Americans will pay less
next year on monthly pre-
miums for Medicare’s
Part B plan, which covers
routine doctors’ visits and
other outpatient care.
The rare 3% decrease

in monthly premiums is
likely to be coupled with a
historically high cost-of-
living increase in Social
Security benefits—per-

haps 9% or 10%—put-
ting hundreds of dollars
directly into the pockets of
millionsof people.
“That’s something we

may never see again in
the rest of our lives,” said
Mary Johnson, the Social
Security and Medicare
policy analyst for The
Senior Citizens League.
“That can really be used
to pay off credit cards, to
restock pantries that have
gotten low because people
can’t afford to buy asmuch
today as theydid ayear ago
and do some long-post-
poned repairs to homes

Stafford gearing
up for county fair

FILE / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Stafford’s fair, coming up
next month, will be held
at a new venue this year.

Va. students
weigh in on
transgender
guidelines

MATTHEW BARAKAT / ASSOCIATED PRESS

McLean High School students walk out of school during a planned demonstration Tuesday in Fairfax.

MATTHEW BARAKAT / ASSOCIATED PRESS

Students rally to protest proposed
changes to transgender policies.

SHABAN ATHUMAN / RICHMOND TIMES–DISPATCH

Midlothian High School students
show support for trans students’ rights.

Americans set to
save onMedicare
FOR THE FIRST TIME IN
A DECADE, PREMIUM
PAYMENTS WILL DROP

SUSANWALSH

President Joe Biden walks with Bob Parant,
a Medicare beneficiary with Type 1 diabetes.

BYALLISONBROPHYCHAMPION
CULPEPERSTAR–EXPONENT

Rappahannock–Rapidan
Community Services was
created half a century ago, in
1972.
The state-local agency

provides help and programs
to people in Culpeper, Fau-

qu ie r, Mad i-
son, Orange and
Rappahannock
counties. It will
mark 50 years of
serving the com-
munity with a
celebration from
5–7 : 3 0 p .m .

Thursday at Rock Hill Farm,
14461 Norman Road in Cul-
peper. The event is free and
open to thepublic.
Attendees will learn about

RRCS, formerly known as the
Community Services Board,
and enjoy food from around
the globe, mocktails, a magic

show, rock painting and testi-
monials.
RRCS operates under the

umbrella of the Virginia
Department of Behavioral
Health and Developmental
Services, based in Rich-
mond, and oversees about 81

Agency to mark 50 years with a celebration in Culpeper

CULPEPER STAR–EXPONENT

Culpeper Senior Center is run by
Rappahannock–Rapidan Community
Services, which was created in 1972.

LaGraffe

SEEWALKOUT, A10

SEE FAIR, A10

SEEMEDICARE, A10

SEE RRCS, A10
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InsideAngela Lansbury, ‘Murder She 
Wrote’ actress, dies at 96.
PAGE A5

ADELE UPHAUS
THE FREE LANCE-STAR 

When Kendall Levinsohn was 
a student at Courtland High 
School in Spotsylvania County, 
she had a few conversations that 
she couldn’t stop thinking about. 

One was with a parent she met 
at a school sporting event when 

she was a freshman. Levinsohn 
was on the cheer team, and the 
parent told her that she wished 
her child could participate in 
school sports, but the associated 
fees made it impossible. 

Another was with her history 
teacher, who told her he paid out 
of his own pocket for students 
with financial needs to take Ad-
vanced Placement exams. 

“Which is significant, consid-
ering teacher salaries,” Levin-

sohn said. “I had more conver-
sations like this and I really began 
to see a need.”

Levinsohn, 17, finished high 
school in three years and gradu-
ated last year. Last fall, she began 
setting up her own nonprofit to 
meet that need. 

Helping Wheel, which re-
ceived 501(c)3 nonprofit status 
in June, provides financial aid 
to students from low-income 
households to be able to partic-

ipate in after-school activities, 
such as sports and clubs and to 
take AP exams.

The organization, which oper-
ates within Spotsylvania County 
high schools, can also pay for 
athletic equipment, which it is 
able to purchase at a discount 
through a partnership with Play 
It Again Sports in Fredericks-
burg. 

KEITH EPPS
THE FREE LANCE–STAR 

A man who killed his friend 
without provocation last year 
in Stafford County was ordered 
Tuesday to serve 12 years and 
nine months in prison.

George R. Batts Jr., 40, of 
Richlands, North Carolina, shot 
47-year-old Ely P. Grimes out-
side an industrial 
park building on 
I n te r n a t i o n a l 
Parkway in 
southern Staf-
ford on Jan. 21, 
2021. Batts and 
Grimes were 
members of the 
Tuckahoe Mo-
torcycle Club and had come 
from North Carolina to attend 
an event, court records show.

Batts previously pleaded 
guilty to second-degree murder 
in Stafford Circuit Court. Pros-
ecutor Greg Holt and defense 
attorney Joe Flood worked out a 
deal in which other charges were 
dropped and it was agreed that 
Batts would receive an active 
prison sentence of no more than 
17 years.

At the end of a sentencing 
hearing Tuesday that lasted 
about four and a half hours, 
Judge Michael Levy sentenced 
Batts to a total of 20 years with 
seven years and three months 
suspended. Batts’ mental health 
issues were the primary focus of 
his defense.

According to the evidence, 
Batts and Grimes were close 
friends who seemed to be 
getting along that weekend.  

Spotsy teen launches nonprofit

PETER CIHELKA, THE FREE LANCE-STAR 

Courtland High School graduate Kendall Levinsohn started the nonprofit Helping Wheel, which provides financial aid to students from low-income 
households to pay for fees associated with after-school activities, such as sports and clubs, and to take AP exams.

Man gets 
12 years 
in 2021 
murder

AAMER MADHANI
Associated Press 

WASHINGTON—President Joe 
Biden is reevaluating America’s 
relationship with Saudi Arabia as 
the Riyadh-led OPEC+ alliance 
moves to cut oil production and 
Democratic lawmakers call for a 
freeze on cooperation with the 
Saudis.

John Kirby, the strategic com-
munications coordinator for the 
National Security Council at the 
White House, said Tuesday that 
Biden believes “it’s time to take 
another look at this relationship 
and make sure that it’s serving our 
national security interests.”

Democratic Sen. Richard Blu-
menthal of Connecticut and Rep. 

Ro Khanna of California on Tues-
day introduced legislation that 
would immediately pause all U.S. 
arms sales to Saudi Arabia for one 
year. This pause would also halt 
sales of spare and repair parts, 
support services and logistical 
support.

But it remains to be seen how far 
Biden is willing to go in showing his 

displeasure with the Saudis, a vital 
but complicated ally in the Middle 
East. Biden came into office vowing 
to recalibrate the U.S. relationship 
because of Saudi Arabia’s human 
rights record but then paid a visit to 
the kingdom earlier this year.

Press secretary Karine Jean-
Pierre said Tuesday the White 
House has no timeline for its re-

view nor has the president ap-
pointed an adviser to serve as point 
person.

Meanwhile, officials underscore 
the central role that Saudi Arabia 
plays in addressing broader na-
tional security concerns in the 
Middle East.

Biden to review U.S.–Saudi ties

ADELE UPHAUS
THE FREE LANCE-STAR 

Spotsylvania School Board 
members are now defendants in 
two lawsuits moving through the 
county judicial system. 

Last week, two county resi-

dents, Jeffrey Glazer and Chris-
tina Ramos, filed a petition in 
the Circuit Court requesting “a 
temporary and permanent in-
junction against the hiring of 
Mark Taylor,” and on Tuesday 
morning, Circuit Court Judge 

Ricardo Rigual heard arguments 
appealing the dismissal earlier 
this year of a petition alleging 
the School Board violated the 
Freedom of Information Act at 
its first meeting in January.

The petition filed Oct. 4 by 

Glazer and Ramos, who are the 
parents or legal guardians of 
students who attend Spotsylva-
nia County Public Schools, cites 
Virginia Code section 22.1-87, 

Lawsuit seeks to block new superintendent

Defendant had 
pleaded guilty  
in Stafford killing

Batts

Group helps students 
pay for sports, exams

Please see SAUDI, Page A9

Please see SCHOOLS, Page A10

Please see NONPROFIT, Page A10

Please see SENTENCE, Page A10
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During the COVID-19 
pandemic, Levinsohn con-
ducted a supply drive for 
Her Drive, which collects 
bras and menstrual care 
items for people in need, 
with her friend Kyleigh 
Foy. She also volunteered 
with local nonprofits such 
as Olde Dominion Hu-
mane Society and Love 
Thy Neighbor, a food pan-
try in King George County, 
and worked with the local 
health department to orga-
nize a vaccine clinic in King 
George. 

“Seeing how everything 
was during COVID showed 
me how much help people 
really need,” Levinsohn 
said. 

Connections with fellow 
nonprofit workers made 
during that time were help-
ful when she was setting up 
her own organization, she 
said. 

Levinsohn said her dad 
and a friend, Seth Chris-
tenson, also helped her or-
ganize Helping Wheel. 

Helping Wheel has re-
ceived some funding from 
the local Elks lodge and 
Levinsohn said she wants 
to organize a community 
fundraising event at the 
Fredericksburg Fairgrounds 
next year. 

The organization is ac-
cepting applications now 
for its first round of grants. 

Levinsohn—who is now a 
student at Germanna Com-
munity College and plans 
to transfer to a four-year 
college to study political 
science and international 
affairs—said she picked out 
the name for her nonprofit 
years ago, before its mis-
sion had even taken shape. 

“The wheel represents 
circles and constant rota-
tion,” she said. “It’s about 
how we are ever-changing 

and always moving.”
Levinsohn’s future plans 

include going to law school 
and becoming a federal 
public defender. She said 
she hopes to change a per-
ception that teenagers ar-
en’t educated about needs 
in their communities and 
offered to help other stu-
dents set up their own or-
ganizations to give back. 

“I hope I can inspire 
other teenagers,” she said. 
“I think the scary part for 
kids is they believe they 
don’t have resources. There 
are bad people out there, 
but there are lots of good 
people who are willing to 
help.”

adele Uphaus: 540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele

Nonprofit
From A1

Out of the blue, court re-
cords indicate, Batts shot 
Grimes multiple times in 
the torso and the arm. Be-
fore being rushed to the 
hospital, Grimes told an-
other club member that he 
and Batts were “bull——
ing” when Batts “snapped” 
for no apparent reason.

The club member re-
ported that Batts was 
walking around saying 
“just shoot me” following 
the shooting; tests showed 
that Batts had illegal drugs 
and alcohol in his system at 
the time.

Batts himself was shot 
several times by responding 
deputies after he pointed 
his weapon toward them. 
He was seriously injured.

Rescue workers were able 
to get Grimes to a hospital, 
where he died a couple of 
days later.

The judge heard emo-
tional testimony Tuesday 
from several of Grimes’ 
family members, includ-
ing his mother. His wife, 
Tracy Grimes, said the im-
pact of her husband’s death 
has greatly affected her and 
others.

“The devastation is un-
bearable beyond words,” 
she said. “And I’m still un-
clear why this happened.”

The key defense wit-
ness Tuesday was clinical 
psychologist Sara Boyd, 
who testified for a couple 
of hours about a num-
ber of untreated mental 
health issues she believes 
Batts was suffering from, 
including post traumatic 
stress disorder, paranoia 
and traumatic brain inju-
ries stemming from mul-
tiple concussions.

Flood claimed the pan-
demic exacerbated his is-
sues and that he was im-
mediately remorseful for 
the unprovoked slaying. 

Flood asked the judge to 
limit Batts’ active sentence 
to seven years.

Holt said that many fac-
tors, including Batts’ lack 
of any prior criminal re-
cord and his service in the 
Air Force, had already been 
taken into account when he 
agreed to the 17-year maxi-
mum active sentence. Holt 
said Batts’ remorse “pales 
in comparison” to the grief 
he caused, and asked the 
judge to give him the full 
17 years.

Just before Levy pro-
nounced judgement, Batts 
made an emotional state-
ment in which he again ex-
pressed remorse and called 
Grimes a terrific friend who 
he and others could always 
count on.

“I’m sorry for taking 
this amazing man from 
you,” Batts said with his 
voice cracking. “I’m over-
whelmed by the sadness 
I’ve caused . . . his memory 
will be my inspiration.”

Sentence
From A1

which permits any parent, 
custodian or legal guard-
ian to request judicial re-
view of action by a School 
Board. 

Glazer and Ramos are 
requesting judicial review 
of the School Board’s de-
cisions on Sept. 15 and 16 
to offer to and negotiate a 
contract with Taylor, an at-
torney and former admin-
istrator with several Vir-
ginia counties who has no 
background in education, 
for the position of super-
intendent.

“We intend to show that 
under code, the actions of 
the Spotsylvania County 
School Board were both 
capricious and an abuse 
of discretion in direct vio-
lation of [Virginia Code],” 
the petitioners wrote.

A Circuit Court clerk on 
Tuesday confirmed that 
all seven members of the 
School Board have been 
served with notice of the 
petition and that a hearing 
date will be scheduled. 

The petition argues, 
among other points, that 
Taylor has a personal rela-
tionship with School Board 
Chair Kirk Twigg that 
should have been consid-
ered a conflict of interests, 
and that the board ignored 
public will in hiring a can-
didate with no background 
in education. It also argues 
that Twigg acted improp-
erly in informing the Vir-
ginia Department of Ed-
ucation staff that Taylor 
was the “final candidate” 
before the board voted to 
recommend him and by 
signing a final contract 
with Taylor without board 
approval. 

In addition, Glazer and 
Ramos are requesting an 
emergency hearing on their 
petition to take place prior 
to Nov. 1, when Taylor’s 
contract is to take effect. 

Also on Tuesday morn-
ing, Jeremy Capps, an at-
torney representing the 
School Board, and Fred and 
Jenna Edwards, attorneys 
representing former Spot-
sylvania student Makaila 
Keyes, were in Circuit 
Court to present arguments 
related to a petition Keyes 
filed in March alleging the 
violation of her rights un-
der FOIA. 

The Edwardses are ap-
pealing General District 
Court judge John Martin’s 
decision earlier this year 
to dismiss the case, which 
alleges that Twigg and 
School Board members 
April Gillespie, Lisa Phelps 
and Rabih Abuismail vi-
olated Keyes’s rights by 
proposing and approving 
an agenda for the Jan. 10 
meeting that had not been 
made available to the pub-
lic in advance, by going into 
a closed meeting that was 
not on the agenda and by 
not properly voting to go 
into the closed meeting. 

The closed meeting in 
question resulted in the 
firing of former superin-
tendent Scott Baker with-
out cause. 

Capps argued before 
Rigual that the case should 
be dismissed again be-
cause FOIA, as described 
in Virginia Code section 
2.2-3707, only requires the 
“date, time and location” 
of public meetings—not the 
agenda—to be posted three 
days in advance. 

He also argued that the 
law doesn’t preclude pub-
lic bodies from discussing 
matters that are not on a 
published agenda, and that 
Keyes does not have stand-
ing to bring the lawsuit 
because she does not have 
any “rights and privileges” 
that were denied her by the 
board’s actions. 

He said the second closed 
meeting was exempt from 
FOIA requirements for a le-
gitimate reason—to discuss 
personnel matters—and 

that therefore no privileges 
were denied. 

Fred Edwards responded 
by quoting Virginia Code, 
which states, “The provi-
sions of [the Freedom of In-
formation Act] shall be lib-
erally construed to promote 
an increased awareness by 
all persons of governmental 
activities and afford every 
opportunity to citizens to 
witness the operations of 
government.”

“I believe [the right of 
any member of the public 
to claim the denial of priv-
ileges] is the teeth the leg-
islature intended FOIA to 
have,” Edwards said. “They 
don’t want this to be a 
meaningless law. FOIA is a 
social contract. If it doesn’t 
have teeth, how would it be 
enforced?”

Jenna Edwards argued 
that the law isn’t explicit 
about what “rights and 
privileges” are provided by 
FOIA. 

“What it does is provide 
requirements for public of-
ficials to follow,” she said.

Fred Edwards said Capps 
is asking the court to rule 
that “any public body can 
tell the public it will do one 
thing and then pull a bait-
and-switch.”

“The public’s under-
standing was it was a closed 
meeting for the board to 
discuss hiring a new attor-
ney. Chaos ensued when 
the board went into a sec-
ond closed meeting that 
was not on the agenda,” 
Edwards said. “FOIA is 
designed to prevent this. 
Do we want to set the prec-
edent that government 
can do whatever it wants? 
Or should the statute be 
meaningful?”

Rigual said he was not 
going to make a decision 
right away, but that one 
would be forthcoming “in 
a few weeks.” 

adele Uphaus: 540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele

Schools
From A1

“I hope I can inspire other teenagers. 
I think the scary part for kids is they 
believe they don’t have resources. 
There are bad people out there, but 
there are lots of good people who are 
willing to help.”

Kendall Levinsohn, founder of Helping Wheel

HEALTH NOTIFICATION
ARE YOU HARD OF HEARING?
Miracle-Ear® is looking to field test a remarkable new digital hearing
instrument in your area. These revolutionary 100% Digital instruments
use the latest technology to comfortably and almost invisibly help
you hear more clearly. This technology solves the “stopped up
ears” and“head in a barrel” sensation some people experience.

If you wish to participate, you will be required to have your hearing
tested in our office FREE OF CHARGE* and if you wish, trial the
instruments completely RISK FREE** for 30 days! At the end of this
trial, our Hearing Instrument Specialist will review your results with
the hearing instruments, and you may keep them at a tremendous
savings just for participating.

Benefits of hearing aids vary by type and degree of hearing loss,
noise environment, accuracy of hearing test, and proper fit. This
is a wonderful opportunity to determine if hearing help is available
for your hearing loss at a very affordable price.
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that want to hear their grandchildren.

WEWILL CUSTOM PROGRAM A PAIR
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CAN HEAR THE DIFFERENCE!
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BETTER HEARING
EVENT!
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Miracle-Ear MINI™
*Limit one coupon per patient at the promotional price during event dates only. Not valid with any other discount or offer.
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• FREE Complete Hearing Test*

• FREEVideo Otoscope Ear Inspection*

• FREE Package of Hearing Aid Batteries†

• FREE In-Office Repairs††

100% FINANCING
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INTEREST FREE FINANCING
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*Hearing test and video otoscope exam are always free. Hearing test is an audiometric test to determine proper amplification needs
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of purchase price will be refunded. †If you wear hearing aids, you will receive one free package of hearing aid batteries. If we test
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