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RUSS MITCHELL

Los Angeles Times 

In the last two weeks, thou-
sands of Twitter employees 
have obtained 
a small taste of 
what it’s like to 
work for Elon 
Musk: the out-
of-nowhere fir-
ings, the threats 
and the bluster, 
the pubescent 
jocularity, the 
day-to-day uncertainty and the 
urgent demands to work through 
the night.

If there’s such a thing as a 
warm and cuddly boss, Musk has 
long been the opposite to his em-
ployees, who now number more 
than 100,000. He burns through 
executives with the heat of a bat-
tery fire. He takes criticism per-
sonally, even when it’s a matter of 
worker or customer safety. He’s 
been known to fire people on 
a whim. Since buying Twitter, 
his public image is shifting fast, 
from self-described techno-king 
to unpredictable court jester and 
human tornado.

Because Musk makes new em-
ployees sign tough nondisclosure 
agreements, and because he’s 
developed a reputation for ex-
acting retribution on those who 
cross him, we’ll never know all 
the stories.

But there’s plenty in the public 
record. Personal attacks. Union 
busting. A casual attitude toward 
factory floor injuries and other 
health concerns. A dismissive 
approach to workplace racism. 
And an allegation involving a 
horse and sexual favors.

Musk’s short fuse is legend. If 
something’s wrong and it’s im-
portant to Musk, employees have 
learned to avoid his presence if 
possible.

Back in 2017 Musk was look-
ing for someone to blame after 
his plans for cutting-edge auto-
mation at Tesla’s Nevada battery 
factory began chewing up factory 
productivity.

According to Wired writer 
Charles Duhigg, in a story called 
“Dr. Elon & Mr. Musk,” the CEO 
was apoplectic, trying to figure 
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T
he owner of Roanoke’s 
only independent book-
store says spreading ideas 

and information through the 
sale of new and used books and 
events has proved a winning 
combination so far.

Book No Further, which turned 
five years old last month, appears 
to work because of owner Doloris 
Vest. She is a self-appointed in-
stigator of thought and bookhu-
nter who once located the edited 
diary of American-born British 
politician Chip Chanon in Lon-
don for a customer unwilling to 
wait for its publication in the 
United States.

Annual sales are in the six fig-

ures. The profit? “Not much,” 
Vest said, “but a little bit.”

“I am in it more and moreso 
because Roanoke needs a book-
store. “You know, bookstores 
play an interesting role in a com-
munity,” she said.

Book No Further describes 
itself as a general interest book-

store with a focus on Southwest 
Virginia and central Appala-
chian authors and books. The 
store presents writing and lit-
erature classes, recruits authors 
to speak, carries translated books 
and locates hard-to-find items, 
sometimes overseas. It carries 
7,000 to 8,000 titles in the store 

and all books in print online.
Vest acknowledged that online 

vendors charge lower prices and 
that competition is a concern. 
Unable to compete on price, 
“what we sell is environment and 
conversation and well-chosen 
books,” she said.

A community information hub 
is what she sometimes calls the 
store.

“We want people to read, get 
new ideas,” Vest said.

The City Market shop, going 
by the motto “puttin’ ideas in 
your head,” was broadcasting 
words from banned books into 
people’s ears recently.

In September, volunteers 
equipped with a microphone and 
speaker read banned books on 
the sidewalk in front of the store.

“We read subversive books 
like ‘Charlotte’s Web’ and ‘Hop 
on Pop,’ ” Vest said of the event, 
titled “Reading Dangerously.”

Speaking volumes
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Doloris Vest, co-owner of Book No Further, poses for a portrait at her bookstore in Roanoke. Vest and her husband, Craig Coker, co-own the store, 
which recently celebrated five years in business.

Musk emits 
bad aroma 
as a boss

BOB HAEGELE
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Inflation has been sky-high 
over the last year, so it’s a good 
thing that the Social Security Ad-
ministration (SSA) is boosting its 
cost of living adjustment (COLA) 
for benefit checks in 2023. It’s just 
one of many changes announced 
by Social Security recently.

Here are some key changes to 
Social Security happening next 
year — and what you need to 
know.

More than 70 million people 
depend on one of Social Securi-
ty’s benefit programs, so annual 
changes to the program and its 
payouts are always highly antic-
ipated. But substantially higher 
benefit checks have been a rar-
ity in recent years. With infla-
tion soaring in 2022, the extra 
money will help seniors and 

others make ends meet.

1. COLA rises
The SSA has announced that 

benefit checks will rise 8.7 per-
cent in 2023, a substantial in-
crease even from the 5.9 percent 
adjustment for 2022, which was 
already unusually high. In fact, 
the 2023 COLA is the highest in-
crease since 1981, when it was 11.2 
percent.

The 8.7 percent adjustment 
will amount to a $146 increase in 

monthly benefits for the average 
retired worker on Social Security, 
beginning in January. Specifi-
cally, the average check for retired 
workers will increase from $1,681 
to $1,827. For a couple with both 
partners receiving benefits, the es-
timated payment will increase from 
$2,734 to $2,972, a rise of $238.

Since 1975, the SSA has tied 
cost of living adjustments to the 
Consumer Price Index for urban 
wage earners and clerical workers 
(CPI-W). The SSA compares the 

third-quarter CPI-W for the prior 
year to the third-quarter CPI-W 
in the current year to determine 
the COLA. It then adjusts the 
COLA based on the di!erence in 
CPI-W from one year to the next.

2. Taxable earnings rise
In 2022, the maximum earnings 

subject to Social Security taxes 
was $147,000. That is, workers 
paying into the system are taxed 

SSI benefit changes ahead

A WEEKLY COMPILATION  
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R
oanoke-based Heart & 
Spade Forge has been 
named a runner-up in 

the Home division of Garden 
& Gun magazine’s 13th annual 
Made in the South Awards. The 
competition recognizes South-
ern-made products in the cat-
egories of Home, Food, Drink, 
Crafts, Style and Outdoors. A 
sustainability award was also 
added this year.

The item that caught the 

judges’ attention was the 
forge’s carbon-steel baker set. 
Among others, Heart & Spade 
was up against Elijah Leed Stu-
dio in Durham, North Carolina, 
which emerged from the Home 
category as this year’s overall 
winner.

Roanoke College graduate Jed 
Curtis set up his artisan black-
smith shop on Shenandoah 
Avenue in August of 2016. As 
The Roanoke Times previously 
reported, accolades starting 
coming his way early, with a 

win in the gear category of Vir-
ginia Living Magazine’s Made 
in Virginia Awards in 2017.

“People are still interested in 
hand-crafted expression within 
a medium,” Curtis told reporter 
Mike Allen at the time.

Heart & Spade specializes 
in high-end cookware. As the 
website describes, all products 
are entirely hand-forged from 
scratch, and can be customized 
with personal touches. You can 

Magazine honors craftsman’s work

Here are five 2023 
factors to anticipate

Book No Further 
is defying the  
stacked odds

The independent bookstore is located on Market Street in downtown 
Roanoke.

Musk
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Jed Curtis works in his blacksmithing workshop Heart & Spade on 
Shenandoah Avenue beneath 10th Street bridge.
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on wages up to this amount, 
typically at the 6.2 percent 
rate. In 2023, the maximum 
earnings will increase to 
$160,200, meaning more 
of a worker’s income will 
be subject to the tax. This 
adjustment is due to an in-
crease in average wages in 
the U.S.

3. Max benefit also 
increasing

As expected, the maxi-
mum Social Security benefit 
for a worker retiring at full 
retirement age will also in-
crease in 2023, from $3,345 
to $3,627. It’s important to 
note that this maximum ap-
plies to those retiring at the 
full retirement age, which 
is 67 for anyone born after 
1960.

The maximum will be dif-
ferent for those who retire 
before the full retirement 
age, because benefits are 
reduced in that situation. 
The same applies for those 
who retire after the full re-
tirement age, a strategy that 

can max out your benefit 
check.

4. Spouses, disabled 
benefits up

The average benefit will 
increase across the board 
in 2023, and that includes 
benefits for people such as 

widows, widowers and the 
disabled. Here’s how those 
figures break out:

The SSA says the average 
widowed mother with two 
children will receive a siz-
able bump, from $3,238 to 
$3,520.

Aged widows and wid-
owers living alone will see 

their benefits increase from 
$1,567 to $1,704.

The benefit will increase 
for a disabled worker with 
a spouse and one or more 
children from $2,407 to 
$2,616.

Of course, those are av-
erages, and individual cir-
cumstances will vary.

5. Adjusted earnings 
test amounts

If you claim your retire-
ment benefits before you 
hit full retirement age, So-
cial Security will withhold 
some benefits from your 
check above certain levels 
of income. It’s what the 
program calls the retire-
ment earnings test exempt 
amounts, and it can claim a 
serious chunk of your ben-
efits if you’re still working. 
Here’s how it will work in 
2023.

If you start collecting So-
cial Security before full re-
tirement age, you can earn 
up to $1,770 per month 
($21,240 per year) in 2023 
before the SSA will start 
withholding benefits, at 
the rate of $1 in benefits for 
every $2 above the limit. In 
2022, the maximum exempt 
earnings were $1,630 per 
month ($19,560 per year).

In the year you reach full 
retirement age, this rule 
still applies, but only up 
until the month you hit full 
retirement age and with 
much more forgiving terms. 
In 2023, you can earn up to 
$4,710 per month ($56,520 

per year) before benefits are 
withheld, at the rate of $1 in 
benefits for every $3 earned 
above the limit (instead 
of every $2). In 2022, the 
threshold was $4,330 per 
month ($51,960 per year).

While Social Security and 
Medicare are di!erent pro-
grams, most retirees par-
ticipate in both, and this 
nationalized healthcare 
system made a particularly 
notable change for 2023.

Monthly Medicare Part 
B premiums will decrease 
from $170.10 in 2022 to 
$164.90 in 2023. As noted 
by the Centers for Medi-
care and Medicaid Services 
(CMS), the total Medicare 
enrollment was nearly 64 
million in October 2021.

Bottom line 
Given the huge level of in-

flation that the U.S. econ-
omy has experienced over 
the last year, it’s not too sur-
prising that Social Security 
saw one of its largest ben-
efit adjustments ever. But 
that’s not the only change 
to the program, as other 
levels and thresholds have 
been adjusted to account for 
surging inflation, too.

SSI 
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Some Kansas parents called 
out by E.B. White’s farmyard fic-
tion classic in 2006 over themes 
of death — a farm animal facing 
slaughter and a spider who helps 
save it, then dies — and objected 
that the depiction of talking ani-
mals o!ended God.

“Hop on Pop,” a children’s book 
by Dr. Seuss, drew a complaint 
from a Toronto library patron in 
2014 on grounds that it encour-
aged violence toward fathers, ac-
cording to several online trackers 
of book banning attempts.

The amplified downtown book 
reading also included “When 
Aidan Became a Brother,” a fic-
tional story by Kyle Luko! about 
a child and a family’s acceptance 
of transgenderism. Roanoke 

County Public Schools pulled the 
book from the library in one of its 
elementary schools and placed it 
in the guidance o"ce to control 

access.
“The reason that it’s import-

ant to read from those books to 
me is, if that book is bothering 

somebody then we need to talk 
about what it is that is bothering. 
Because if we don’t talk to each 
other, then we’re never going to 
get our di!erences settled,” Vest 
said.

Vest, who extensively studied 
the industry before launching 
Book No Further, has diverse expe-
rience as a reporter and editor. She 
did stints in university marketing 
and corporate marketing and held 
two significant roles in nonprofit 
leadership. She led the Western 
Virginia Workforce Development 
Board, now part of Virginia Career 
Works, and the Botetourt County 
Chamber of Commerce. She is in 
business with with her husband 
Craig Coker.

Book No Further opened in 
2017, when independent book-
stores were rebounding after a 
disruptive period in bookselling. 
Analysts say competition cut 

the book retailing sector in half 
during the first 20 years of this 
century. Amazon became a pre-
ferred retailer for many. Ram’s 
Head Books, Books Strings and 
Things and Cantos Booksellers in 
Roanoke closed. A chain, Books-
A-Million, closed its local store. 

“Don’t turn the page on book-
stores” however, says a U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau report. There were 
still 6,000 stores open in the U.S. 
in 2019, about a third of them in-
dependent, according to online 
research. Barnes & Noble has two 
Roanoke locations. In the used-
book business, Too Many Books 
operates in Grandin Village and 
Wonderous Books & More in Sa-
lem.

The American Booksellers As-
sociation, a not-for-profit trade 
association, said there are 58 
independent booksellers in the 
state.

Bookstore 
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see examples of Curtis’ 
work at heartandspade-
forge.com.

All of this year’s win-
ners and finalists will be 
featured in the December 
2022/January 2023 issue 
of Garden & Gun, which 
will hit newsstands 
Tuesday, Nov. 22. Or 
visit www.gardenand-
gun.com/madeinthe-
south2022.

 � Blaine and Robin 
Lewis, franchise owners 
of Fleet Feet Roanoke 
since it opened in 2003, 
made a dual announce-
ment last week: they’re 
stepping away from the 
business on Franklin 
Road and selling it to 
Matt Thompson, the 
store’s general manager.

The running and 
workout gear store has 
established a strong 
community presence. 
In 2015, Fleet Feet Ro-
anoke launched Project 
Forward, a non-profit 
dedicated to helping peo-
ple be active of Roanoke 
with access to quality 
footwear and a means to 
move. Over the past two 
years, Project Forward 
raised and donated more 
than $230,000 through 
22 fundraising cam-
paigns, supporting 10 

local non-profits, Fleet 
Feet said.

Earlier this year, 
Thompson’s wife, 
Tabitha, was killed while 
riding her bicycle along 
U.S. 11 in Botetourt 
County. Four days later, 
Fleet Feet Roanoke es-
tablished the #Miles4Tab 
Virtual Run and Walk, a 
fundraiser dedicated to 
supporting the Carilion 
Clinic Foundation, the 

NICU where she worked.
During the fundraising 

period, the Lewises said 
they got to know Thomp-
son, and brought him 
onto the Fleet Feet Roa-
noke team as a financial 
consultant, eventually 
leading to his role as gen-
eral manager.

 � The American Col-
lege of Surgeons (ACS) 
Commission on Can-
cer (CoC), has granted 

three-year accreditation 
to the Sarah Cannon 
Cancer Institute at Lew-
isGale Medical Center 
in Salem and LewisGale 
Hospital Pulaski.

To earn CoC accredi-
tation, a cancer program 
must meet 34 quality 
care standards, be eval-
uated every three years, 
and maintain levels of 
excellence in the deliv-
ery of comprehensive 

patient-centered care. 
LewisGale Hospital Pu-
laski has held ASC CoC 
accreditation since 2004 
and LewisGale Medical 
Center since 1974.

The CoC accreditation 
program provides the 
framework for LewisGale 
Medical Center and Lew-
isGale Pulaski with pro-
grams that focus on pre-
vention, early diagnosis, 
cancer staging, optimal 
treatment, rehabilitation, 
life-long follow-up for 
recurrent disease, and 
end-of-life care.

The CoC provides the 
public with information 
on the resources, ser-
vices, and cancer treat-
ment experience for each 
CoC-accredited cancer 
program through the CoC 
Hospital Locator at www.
facs.org/search/can-
cer-programs.

 � The Roanoke 
Blacksburg Technol-
ogy Council has formed 
a committee to “enhance 
the participation of Black 
individuals in our tech-
nology region’s social 
network” and is seeking 
people who are interested 
in becoming founding 
members of Blacks in 
Technology (BIT) chapter 
in Roanoke.

RNTC said its goal is to 
“stomp the divide” iso-
lating Black tech workers 
and change an industry 

that has “historically not 
sought parity.” To regis-
ter, conatct Lisa Garcia at 
lisa.garcia@rbtc.tech.

 � The Advancement 
Foundation has an-
nounced its 9th annual 
offering of The Gauntlet, 
a regional business op-
portunity program that 
offers business training, 
mentorship, planning 
strategies and entrepre-
neurial development. 
Anyone can participate 
in this competition for 
$300,000 in cash and 
prizes, in addition to in-
dividual pairing with a 
mentor, and connection 
to other resources to sup-
port new and expanding 
businesses.

The foundation is an 
economic and commu-
nity development non-
profit foundation. It said 
The Guanlet has “em-
powered more than 700 
entrepreneurs, developed 
and connected a mentor 
network of 250 profes-
sionals, and awarded over 
$7 million in resources 
including grants, cash, 
and in-kind prizes.” For 
more information about 
The Gauntlet and its 
class of 2023, visit www.
TheAdvancementFoun-
dation.org/Gauntlet

Submit items for the 
Business Ledger to 
business@roanoke.com
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The bookstore recently held an amplified public reading of controversial 
books, including one that was removed from a school library in Roanoke 
County.
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The Social Security Administration is boosting its cost of living adjustment for benefit checks 
in 2023. 
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Runners head out as Fleet Feet owner Blaine Lewis fires the starting gun for the Four on the 
Fourth race, a fundraiser for the Boys & Girls Clubs of Southwest Virginia.
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Both first-time and re-
peat U.S. homebuyers are 
now the oldest on record, 
and the proportion of pur-
chases by Black, Asian and 
Pacific Island Americans is 
the lowest since 1997, the 
latest evidence that it’s in-

creasingly di"cult to buy a 
home.

A typical first-time 
buyer was 36 this year, 
three years older than in 
2021, data from the Na-
tional Association of Re-
altors released earlier this 
month showed. For repeat 
purchasers, it rose to 59, 

the NAR said.
The share of first-time 

homebuyers declined to 
26% this year — the lowest 
since NAR records started 
in 1981 — and has been un-
der the historical norm of 
40% since 2011 “as buyers 
face tight inventory, rising 
home prices, rising rents, 

and high student debt 
loads,” the NAR said.

Mortgage rates have 
more than doubled this 
year, with the a!ordability 
crunch sidelining potential 
buyers, curbing the num-
ber of home sales and trig-
gering a decline in residen-
tial real estate prices from 

their COVID-era peaks.
About 88% of all buyers 

were white/Caucasian, 6 
percentage points more 
than in 2021.

Just 3% of purchasers 
were Black — half the figure 
of 2021 — while the pro-
portion of Asian/Pacific 
Islander homebuyers fell to 

2% from 6% last year, the 
lowest for both since the 
earliest data collection of 
race and ethnicity in 1997.

Similar trends are pres-
ent for first-time buyers, 
with the proportion of 
Black and Asian/Pacific Is-
lander purchasers shrink-
ing relative to 2017.

First-time US homebuyers older, less diverse


