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			For Michael, 
who not only accepts my neuroses, 
but loves me because of them. 

			And to Mom, Dad, and Meme, 
for giving them to me in the first place. 

		


		
			“Smoking even one marijuana cigarette is equal in brain damage to being on Bikini Island during an H-bomb blast.”

			—RONALD REAGAN

			“I experimented with marijuana a time or two, and I didn’t like it, and I didn’t inhale, and I never tried again.”

			—BILL CLINTON

			“When I was a kid I inhaled frequently. That was the point.”

			—BARACK OBAMA
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			Preface

			All kids snoop. It occurs to me that rummaging through a sibling’s belongings is just something children of a certain age do. I’m not sure if it’s the result of simple curiosity or something more complex—a deep-rooted desire to better understand the private lives of those close to us. Whatever the reason, I’m nosy. I always have been and likely always will be. If you were to take a sample of my DNA, blow it up 100 times its normal size, and project it onto a screen, you would undoubtedly see that each step on my genetic ladder is earmarked with a proclivity for meddling. 

			If memory serves, the year was 2004 and my family had just moved into a new house. It was on the opposite side of town—the ritzy side where golf courses and private schools were on every corner rather than the grilled corn carts that had adorned our prior neighborhood. My older brother had taken over the unfinished basement, a sort of pubescent man-cave, if you will. The walls were covered with Bob Marley posters and the floors with used Kleenex—the trappings of a room any sixteen-year-old could call home. 

			One day, congenital yenta that I am, I made my way to the basement to have a quick look around. My brother was out, but that didn’t keep me from tiptoeing down each step, one by one. My father had built my brother’s bed for him when he was a young child, and beneath the frame were two drawers. I suppose instinct grabbed hold of me and I pulled them open. The drawers were filled with everything you’d expect a sixteen-year-old boy to possess—old Playboy magazines (gross), football gear (boring), and something wrapped up in an old T-shirt (intriguing). I couldn’t place what exactly it was. At a sensory level, I certainly recognized the stale smoke smell. But there was another scent that reminded me of my uncle’s office (an odor I now know as ditch weed). I felt around a bit more until the foreign object finally emerged. It was a bright blue bong. I’m not quite sure I even knew what it was for, but I certainly recognized it as evil. 

			I grabbed it and sprinted up the stairs like an Olympian, my eyes welling with tears as I thought about how I was going to break the news to my unsuspecting mother. “Cole is doing something awful!” I screamed. I held the bong up in the air as if it were Simba and I was starring in The Lion King (“Nants ingonyama bagithi baba”). I don’t think she had any idea how to react. She was probably as stunned as I was, though her shock came more from my reaction than the actual contraband I was holding. She was, after all, a child of the ’60s, and I now know that she was no stranger to cannabis and its attendant paraphernalia. She put the bong in a cabinet and told me she’d speak with my brother, and I walked away feeling some satisfaction in knowing I was protecting my older brother from the perils of pot.

			Looking back on it, I don’t think I had any real concept of what it meant to smoke marijuana, aside from what I had learned in D.A.R.E. (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) during middle school health class. For me, it boiled down to a pretty simple concept—drugs are evil and, by extension, so too are the people who use them. I cried to my mom for hours after I found these instruments of personal destruction hidden in the bowels of our home like fire and brimstone of the very depths of hell. 

			I knew from that moment that I would never use cannabis or support anyone who did. Maybe I didn’t know it was called cannabis at the time, but I surely wasn’t going to propagate the notion that “doing pot” was harmless. It was clear to me that weed and the people who used it would eventually end up in jail, or worse, the principal’s office. That wasn’t the life for me. No. I was a straight-A student and had earned the trust of my parents and peers through years of determination and hard work. Smoking marijuana and being successful were mutually exclusive. You simply could not have one with the other. 

			Then came college. 

			I quickly realized that recreational drugs were widely used in every social circle imaginable—marijuana even more so. I was jolted into a world where people could casually smoke weed while still holding down a job, going to the gym, or getting straight As in school. My view on what it meant to be a so-called drug user had been flipped upside down. I suppose that’s why they call it an education. What also became apparent was that I simply couldn’t drink or do drugs like other people. For me, one was too many and a hundred was never enough. Of course, this didn’t become apparent until much later in my life, and not before a rehab stint in Malibu and eight years of therapy. But, hey, at least I got a few great years out of it. 

			I didn’t graduate from college with the intention of joining a cannabis company. It sort of just…happened. Like many young people, diploma in hand, I emerged into the job market without a clue of what I wanted to do for a living. I’d taken interviews at advertising agencies and marketing firms, both types of businesses that would gladly accept a communications degree as the price of entry. None were a good fit. I’d heard about a company called O.penVAPE and went in for an interview. They hired me as an intern, and the rest, as they say, is history. 

			Fast-forward five years and cannabis and its various derivatives are legal in some form in thirty-three states, and 62 percent of Americans support federal legalization. All of this, and yet drug-addicted children aren’t raining down from the sky. Our worst fears have not been realized. In fact, the great social experiment—legalizing marijuana—has proven to be one of the biggest tax generators in modern history. Petty crime rates have declined, teen use has dropped significantly (according to a study by the National Institute on Drug Abuse which found that after legalization efforts began in 2012, teen use dropped off and has stayed at the same level since), and most of all, people seem happy. The current American political climate is—pardon my language—monumentally fucked. Cannabis could very well prove to be the white knight that saves us from ourselves. After all, wouldn’t almost anyone be just a bit happier if they were a little stoned? 

			Whether you consume cannabis or not (and I don’t, but more on that later), the last ten years have shown that it’s not going to disappear. Cannabis is on the verge of blossoming into a $150 billion industry over the next five years, and I suspect it will surpass alcohol sales shortly after that. Once we get past our hang-ups about what it means to be a cannabis consumer, it becomes clear that it really can be an industry just like any other. It took me the better part of a decade to overcome my own prejudices and embrace what cannabis use can look like in the twenty-first century. 

			My story is not unique. My goal is not insurrection. I simply want to change the hearts and minds of those who question personal freedom when it comes to the use of cannabis. I look forward to the day when I don’t have to argue with strangers about the glory of a regulated cannabis market. Until then, consider this book my ultimate tool in the battle for mass persuasion, offering an education on a massive, mysterious new market. It’s an inside look at the characters, history, and science behind the next great American industry, one that has long lived in the shadows. It’s time to shine a light and open a dialogue that will bring cannabis further into the mainstream at last.  

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			Colorado Gold

			“Marijuana is legal in Colorado. Let’s play ‘Hardball.’” Chris Matthews knows how to sell an intro. When I think about election night 2012, I can still hear his voice as he panned from a results cutaway to his own talking head. I took a celebratory bong hit and sunk a little bit deeper into our tan, microsuede couch that had been lovingly broken in over the prior two years. Not only had Barack Obama won a second term, but Colorado had approved Amendment 64, which meant that our state would be the guinea pig for “adult-use cannabis.” (That’s the phrase most frequently used in 2018, as “recreational marijuana” carries with it some unfortunate connotations.) 

			At the time, it didn’t seem like a big deal that marijuana had become legal for adult-use in Colorado. I had been smoking weed since my freshman year of college, and the only thing easier than buying marijuana was the trip to the doctor to obtain the medical card allowing me to do so. Prior to 2012, many Coloradans could stumble into a clinic, check a box on a form describing their self-diagnosed ailment, and walk out with a prescription for cannabis. This concept was not novel. Indeed, California had been the real pioneer in medical marijuana, offering those same benefits some twenty years prior. But I digress. To us, a group of bright-eyed college students earning our degrees at the University of Cannabis, er, Colorado, in Boulder, it felt like we had struck gold. 

			The measure passed with almost 54.8 percent of Coloradans voting in favor of it, most of whom I doubt had any concept of what it would mean not just for the state, but for the nation as a whole. It was the first domino in a long line that would eventually fall and prove that Colorado’s “great experiment” was not just some harebrained idea conjured up while passing a joint, but an immense step forward in the battle for personal freedom across the country. It was a fight for more than just marijuana; it was a leap forward in creating what history will prove as one of the greatest American industries. Amendment 64 had found its way onto the ballot in much the same way as any other initiative: a group of dedicated individuals joined forces to convince voters that legalized marijuana would benefit the masses, not just the stoner archetype that had been drilled into our psyches for decades. At its core, the amendment was about revitalizing Colorado’s economy and providing much needed tax revenue for a state that had struggled to be known for anything beyond skiing and Coors Light, a beer that tastes like someone else may have drunk it before it was canned. 

			While there were certainly large numbers of cannabis consumers already living in Colorado, one of the most appealing aspects of the bill was that $40 million of any tax revenue generated by cannabis sales would be earmarked for public schools. Let people get high in the privacy of their own homes, help erode the black market, and generate taxes for the state that will be used, in some instances, to benefit education. These taxes are not placed directly into schools’ operating budgets, but broken up into several verticals and spread out across the state. For the 2017–18 school year, the funds went to things like substance-abuse programs, grants for early literacy programs, and new construction for school building projects. Who could argue with that? Well, lots of people apparently. Around 2011, a special interest group opposed to the proposed legalization of cannabis popped up in Colorado that strategically placed ads with a clear message: smoking weed is bad for our kids, it’s bad for our community, and it offers no benefits whatsoever. What a bunch of squares. 

			A “No On 64” flyer was circulated throughout Colorado that made the viewpoint of anti-cannabis groups abundantly clear. It posed a question no one had bothered to ask: Why vote no on Amendment 64? It conflicts with federal law and, according to their anecdotal research, promotes increased use among teens. My apologies in advance if I insult MAEC, or “Mothers Against Eating Cheetos” (a special interest group nickname that I’ve just made up), but legalized cannabis would not harm children and would instead support them through tax revenue for their schools. History would eventually show that legalized marijuana decreased the instances in which teens smoked weed, because a regulated infrastructure was created to prevent such underage use. Hindsight is always 20/20 of course, so it’s easy to poke holes in the arguments of years past. That’s not to say that legalized marijuana doesn’t still have plenty of naysayers in Colorado, but they have mostly been silenced by the reality of what the regulated cannabis market has produced for communities. 

			So, after a great deal of fanfare and fearmongering, cannabis became legal in Colorado for those twenty-one and older. Thus began the next chapter in the state’s history, one marked not by toddlers asking for bongs instead of Cabbage Patch Kids, but a new era of commerce, innovation, tax revenue, and, of course, more weed and dispensaries than we knew what to do with. 

			I continued to frequent the dispensary throughout college, and in hindsight, I think I often took for granted what a unique moment in history it was. For the first time, young people in America had the choice between two legal intoxicants: Do I want to visit the liquor store for some cheap vodka and Coors Light, or should I head to the dispensary next door for some OG Kush and an edible? The answer for me was both. As a twenty-seven-year-old Colorado native, I have been able to just go and get weed whenever I wanted it for my entire adult life. Sure, this may have been the case for others in places without a regulated market too, but the difference is that I faced no legal ramifications for getting high at my leisure. Colorado is a veritable cornucopia of cannabis, and whatever your particular inclination, a solution exists. Craving infused beef jerky? We have that. Got a hankering for white chocolate filled with pop rocks? Head over to The Farm and pick up a few. Boulder is filled with dispensaries with names more akin to farm-to-table restaurants than weed shops, and boy, for someone who charged their entire existence to their parents’ credit cards throughout college, that was a blessing sent from above. “No, Mom, The Clinic is where I went to get my TB shot!” 

			A group of us from work were recently in Australia with the owners of a hemp beverage company called Chill, It’s Legal. As we sat around a tapas restaurant on Sydney Harbour discussing the differences between our two markets, they shared with us the tagline for one of their products: “When’s the last time you had a first time?” The table burst into laughter, as it was such a poignant commentary on what it means for so many consumers to try cannabis. I was reminded of my first time (and no, not the one at age sixteen when I tried to convince myself that having a girlfriend was a good idea during a particularly awkward game of seven minutes in heaven). Rather, I was taken back to my first day in college. 

			Boulder, Colorado—twenty-five square miles surrounded by reality, as it’s lovingly referred to—is a solid contender for the closest thing on Earth to utopia (so long as you’re a well-off Democrat). I walked onto campus in the fall of 2010 having never had a sip of alcohol, let alone anything else. I’d held true to my puritanical values that had been seemingly instilled in me out of thin air. I found some friends and decided I’d get the full college experience by going to a “cool” party. “I’m cool! I’m cool!” I whispered to myself in the mirror, acting as my very own hype-man, sweat dripping from my palms and soaking through a teal Hollister shirt. (2010 was a rough year for my personal fashion sense). A group of us trekked to The Hill, the area where many students live during their four (or five, or six, or seven) years as an undergraduate. 

			The party was being hosted by a friend of a friend with a nickname too absurd to repeat. Within ten minutes, I had a beer in my hand, and I have to tell you, I hated it. My drink of choice would later become a vodka soda with a splash of cran, like any respectable gay man, but back then I made do with beer. An hour passed and I found myself railing a line of coke off a mirror, imagining I was a 1980s power-banker who needed a little pick-me-up before a board meeting. (American Psycho is a favorite film, if that wasn’t already obvious). Fast-forward another hour, and there I was face-to-face with my old foe, the dingy glass object last spotted in my brother’s bedroom drawer some ten years earlier. This bong was a bit different though. It was four feet tall, and I had to stand on an ottoman to properly position myself above it. My new friend lit the bowl for me, and I inhaled as if I was sucking the wind out of a tornado. I cleared the bong, the room cheered, and someone gave me their hat as a prize. I still have it. Doing drugs makes you cool—that was my first lesson in college, before classes had even begun. 

			You might be thinking that my experience sounds an awful lot like what the opponents of Amendment 64 were so concerned about, that in using cannabis, people open themselves up to the seedy underbelly of drug use. The truth is, that was just the first red flag in a long personal history of addiction, a disease that neither I nor the professionals who have treated me blame on cannabis use, but more on all of that later. 

			Like my own experience with drugs, regulated cannabis use is awash with contradictions. When marijuana is legal, kids have a harder time gaining access to it. Cannabis use becomes normalized, and our cities get healthier. When weed is sold legally on every corner, somehow crime and intoxicated driving rates often go down. If we really are to push ourselves into the next societal dimension, we have to cast aside our prior notions about what it means to be a cannabis consumer in the twenty-first century. There is no better example than Colorado when it comes to the merits of a market in which cannabis is legal. It all boils down to five basic changes that happen when communities rally to support ending the war on cannabis and providing safe and reliable access to it: tax revenue, increased job opportunities, decreased crime rates, keeping drugs away from our kids, and allowing our police force to focus on crimes more important than cannabis possession. That’s it. I can’t think of another issue that resonates more with people, and for good reason. Who doesn’t wish for safer neighborhoods for our children, who can excel without worrying their parents the moment they leave their line of sight. Oh yeah, and buckets of money too. 

			I’m back living in Colorado some six years after marijuana became legal, and all I can see are streets paved with green. The state is raking in tax dollars, cities are seeing long-vacant real estate snatched up at higher premiums than ever, highways are being expanded, and condos are popping up faster than developers can slap trendy names on them. Since 2014, Denver has had more active cranes than almost any other city in America. What does that tell you about the benefits of cannabis on a community? Cannabis is a sin, some will tell you, so why not tack on a sin surcharge and let the citizens cash the check?

			Let’s start at the highest level and work our way down: tax revenue. In 2017, Colorado surpassed half a billion dollars in taxes generated by cannabis. Let that number soak in for a moment. More than half a billion dollars in taxes, simply by allowing adults to purchase something they’d been buying tax-free for the better part of a century. It’s important to note that though that number is impressive, it accounts for just over 1 percent of the state’s annual budget. I say this not to minimize the effects of legalization, but to point out that the economic improvements don’t simply come from state and local taxes. By legalizing marijuana, Colorado didn’t just slap a tax on a consumer good, but rather created an entirely new industry. It’s one that increases tourism and motivates transplants to call Colorado home. 

			Colorado has sold roughly $4 billion in cannabis since 2014, according to data collected by BDS Analytics, but that is just the tip of the green iceberg. In 2017 alone, 70,000 people moved to Colorado, the bulk of them choosing to call Denver home, much to the chagrin of locals who loathe seeing California license plates clogging up the freeways. That’s just shy of 200 people per day relocating to a state that had largely stagnated in terms of innovative industries, often being overshadowed by places like Silicon Valley, Los Angeles, and New York. Even I contributed to that influx, leaving the state in 2014 only to return in 2018. Property values have largely increased as well, creating a secondary revenue stream for the state and its residents. Real estate prices have hit an all-time high, thanks in large part to a boom in those chasing the so-called green rush. Housing prices are up 6 percent in the last year, according to a study by Walter Mayer, Yanling Mayer, and Cheng Cheng in the journal Economic Inquiry. 

			When discussing teen drug use in Colorado, I’m often reminded of Helen Lovejoy, the wife of Reverend Lovejoy on The Simpsons, whose constant refrain of “won’t somebody please think of the children?” seemingly echoes in the minds of concerned Colorado parents. The worst fears of what would become of Colorado’s kids have proven to be unfounded. In the post-legalization era, teen use of marijuana has fallen to its lowest rates in history, according to a 2017 federal study. Just 9 percent of Colorado teens aged 12–17 report using cannabis, down from 12 percent in 2013. This decline took place in an environment where a well-regulated industry enforced harsh penalties on dispensaries found selling to minors. 

			And what about crime rates? For Colorado, it’s sort of like the candy drawer in my apartment that my friends raid after a particularly long hit off a vape pen—something of a mixed bag. In an interview with the Colorado Statesman, Marijuana Industry Group Executive Director Kristi Kelly said, “The Denver, Aurora and Edgewater police departments have not shown any link between violent crime and marijuana. In fact, the statistics trend in the opposite direction.” Overall, most studies seem to agree that overall crime rates are down around 6 percent since 2009. It’s not clear if there’s a link between the decrease in crime and the legalization of cannabis, but if the police force isn’t bogged down with writing tickets for petty cannabis possession, they have more time to devote to more consequential crime. In a study published in Police Quarterly, researchers found that “models show no negative effects of legalization and, instead, indicate that crime clearance rates for at least some types of crime are increasing faster in states that legalized than in those that did not.” I hope we can all agree that focusing on crimes like robbery and driving under the influence should take precedence over busting college kids for smoking weed in their dorm parking lot. (To the University of Colorado campus police: I hope you’re reading this.) 

			In just six years, Colorado established itself as a model for what it means to have a cannabis market with the full support of its regulators. With Colorado adding more than 18,000 new jobs in 2015 alone, it’s become increasingly apparent that creating an infrastructure to buy and sell cannabis benefits regular people. I should probably note my own bias, that having been gainfully employed since 2015 by one of the largest cannabis companies in the world, I have a somewhat unique take on the glories of a regulated market. 

			All of these statistics may paint a glowing picture of the uniformity of minds across Colorado, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Just last year, I was driving down Broadway in Denver, a street that’s known as “the green mile” thanks to the disproportionately high rate of dispensaries who call it home, when I saw a billboard. In huge green letters, it asked “Can Pot Kill Me?” and directed onlookers to visit www.CanPotKill.me. The ad was placed by Smart Colorado, a nonprofit formed after the passage of Amendment 64 to “protect the youth” from the many dangers of marijuana. Their website is filled with out-of-context data painting a picture of marijuana use that would seem more fitting in a scene from Reefer Madness. One visit showed a landing page with an image of refined cannabis oil and yet another question, “What is dabbing?” They answer their own question (though, frankly, no one asked them to) with something that almost made my Diet Coke spray out my nose. “The crack cocaine of marijuana.” I hadn’t heard that one before, but I do have to give them points for creativity in the fearmongering department. 

			Not to be outdone, our company’s marketing team promptly purchased the domain www.CanPotKillMe.com, which leads visitors to a landing page embellished with a large “Nope.” In a period of American history plagued by misinformation about cannabis use and the problems that stem from it, our greatest asset is reaching out directly to stakeholders and greeting them with concrete evidence, absent the biases that seem so common among those who work tirelessly to undo all the work of longtime activists and a still-novel industry. When one group likens cannabis oil to crack cocaine and another provides data from the National Institutes of Health, you have to ask, who are the real bad guys here? Our job is to present the facts, create a safe and sustainable marketplace, and let the free will of the people make informed decisions about their own minds and bodies. 

			We’ve come a long way since that election night in 2012. The microsuede couch has since been tossed into a dumpster after a few too many nights of drunken debauchery, and Colorado has shown it can sell cannabis without the very fiber of our world coming undone. Seven years have passed since voters elected to embark on The Great Experiment (coincidentally, also the nickname for my high school girlfriend) and things seem to be going smoothly. Business is booming, local communities are happy, and condominiums in Denver have trendy names like “Le Cirque” and “The Sugar Cube,” names that, by my best guess, could only have been conceived by someone who’s high. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Google of Cannabis

			Graduation day. The moment that undergrads all around the country meet with a simultaneous mix of joy and sadness. Joy, of course, that there will never be another test to take, another chemically induced all-nighter to pull, or another carton of menthol cigarettes to smoke during a particularly stressful finals week. (For the record, smoking is a terrible habit and I quit years ago.) And sadness, of course, at coming to terms with the fact that the gravy train has run out of fuel, and soon it will no longer be possible to invoice one’s parents for the costs of daily existence. The thought of having to pay for my own drinks or figuring out how to pay rent was almost too much to bear. A shiver runs down my spine to this day, thinking about the rude awakening that came when my parents uttered the most terrifying five-word sentence known to man (second only to “What’s this charge at Target?”): 

			“Time to get a job.” 

			I graduated from college absolutely clueless about how to function in the real world. The human equivalent of a sea cucumber, I was soft, essentially useless, and devoid of any basic understanding of a higher calling. I’d spent the previous four years going to bars five nights a week (Absinthe House for ladies night, The Sink for flip night…) and attending classes five times a month (if I was feeling studious), while wasting a considerable amount of mental effort contemplating how exactly my communications degree would allow me to buy the Bentley I’d had my eyes on. By some miracle, I managed to get good grades, thanks in large part to a resounding moral commitment to working smarter, not harder. They say that there’s a key difference between book smarts and street smarts, and I’d always managed to display that very real dichotomy. This is all coming from a man who, until 2015, thought that the proper name for the discount retail chain Ross, was The Ross. Sheltered doesn’t really begin to cover it. 

			My parents threw a big graduation party for me in my hometown, while a few of my best friends from undergrad set off on a trip to Europe. I wasn’t allowed to go, as a result of failing to find some type of postgrad employment. Always the planner, I convinced my parents to let me leave for Europe after the party, so long as I found a job that would be waiting for me upon my return. 

			I remembered an acquaintance who had left school the year prior was now working for a cannabis startup about an hour away in Denver. I shot him a text explaining my first-world problem: “I can’t go on a eurotrip unless I get a job. UGH, life is so unfair!” She hit me back to let me know that her company was looking for interns. “Working for a weed company? I love weed. Sounds perfect.” I hopped on Skype, did an informal (read: nepotistic) interview, and a few minutes later emerged from my bedroom, weed smoke billowing from the doorway like a wildfire, with a new title: Marketing Intern. 

			I spent the following two weeks on the bender to end all benders, hopping from country to country, reminding the United Kingdom—and every other country we visited—why they should count their blessings that Americans formed their own nation. When I returned, I spent a weekend recovering and felt a shock to my system when I realized that I had to go to work on Monday. The new week came and I found myself waking up with a dizzying mix of nervousness and excitement. It was my first real job, and it was working for a marijuana company. I sashayed through the doors of an old brick building in downtown Denver to begin a career in cannabis. Although I didn’t know it at the time, my fake-a-job-to-go-to-Europe ploy would soon evolve into a career spent correcting a century’s worth of misinformation about cannabis. 

			My first day at the office was bereft of dignity. Absent any glimmer of real responsibility, I almost quit then and there (and not just because they expected me to work until the job was done). Anyone who’s had an internship can essentially walk you through the motions of what happens on a typical day: grab coffee, make copies, clean this, organize that, and on and on. My first task was to head to The Container Store to pick up about a dozen plastic bins that would be used to hold empty vaporizer cartridges at the lab. One of the cofounders of the company watched me stumbling through the door, balancing these plastic monstrosities, and promptly offered to help me carry them inside. It was a wildly different experience than any internship I’d ever had before. So foreign a concept, I think I may have actually muttered “Are you sure?” when his hand reached out to assist. 

			My first week continued on in much the same manner, constantly being reminded that while it looked like a normal corporate office, it was anything but. The Dreamer Room, an area of the office with walls painted so they could be used as whiteboards, was covered with sales figures, ideas for the next great product, and a list of states where the company operated. I stopped in one day after the close of business, and started reading what was in front of me. It looked like a scene from Good Will Hunting, every inch of the room had more and more information covering the walls. My eyes were drawn to some sales numbers. I’m certainly no mathematician (I failed algebra twice) but holy shit, that’s a lot of zeros, I thought. And just like that, I realized that I’d gotten myself involved in a real business. I clearly had my own preconceived notions of what a cannabis business might look like. I thought smoking weed during the day would be allowed, that work ended at 4:20, and that we were all just there to have a good time. How wrong I was. This was a building full of overachievers looking to change the world, to innovate products, and to create sustainable and life-altering success. This wasn’t amateur hour. This was O.penVAPE. 

			Formed in 2012, O.penVAPE was nothing short of revolutionary. The brainchild of several brilliant entrepreneurs, including Jeremy and Amanda Heidl, Chris McElvany, Tim Cullen, and Ralph Morgan, the company’s flagship vape pen forever altered the landscape of cannabis consumption. I say brilliant because from a young age, each brought a specific business prowess to what would one day be their ultimate venture. One founder even made his first foray into business from his elementary school lunch line. He’d calculated that by the time each of his classmates had finished buying lunch in the cafeteria, they had a nickel leftover. So he started selling bulk candy for, you guessed it, five cents apiece.

			By the time I walked through the doors in 2014, the business had expanded to six states and had already sold its one millionth cartridge; by the end of 2014, they hit two million units. The company followed a tried-and-true model, the Gillette method—making vaporizer batteries cheap and banking on consumers continuing to regularly purchase the cartridges that go along with them. The model seemed to work, and in just two short years, their products were on more than a thousand shelves from Oregon to Maine, and everywhere where cannabis was legal. One thing was clear: people loved to get high, and we were there to make that happen. 

			The organization ran like a well-oiled machine. CNBC called us “The Google of Cannabis,” and as I looked around and saw beer on tap, organic snacks at every turn, and a staple of any culturally significant business—the ping pong table—I couldn’t help but agree with them. Teams worked late hours, not because they had to, but because they wanted to. The founders had created something magical, a place where people wanted to work because they could see that what they were doing was changing the world. One of my first weeks at the company was marked by a late-night marathon to finish assembling point-of-sale packaging. The entire office stayed, pizza slices in hand, making pop-up boxes from flattened cardboard cutouts. It’s easy to lose sight of the timeline here but only a decade earlier, you’d have been laughed out of the family dining room if you mentioned that your bills were paid by working in cannabis. I’d found my passion by accident, but I guess that’s the way it goes for most. I never set out to sell the idea of cannabis to an entire country, but one look around the office and it just made sense. 

			My first several months were marked by an array of stress, bewilderment, and pure, unadulterated happiness at seeing our collective dream come to life. It may seem peculiar to have drunk the metaphorical Kool-Aid so quickly, but I’d bought what the founders were selling immediately. From day one, I had a deep sense of pride at being a part of an organization whose mission I believed in, and beyond that, it was instantly apparent to me that I’d fallen into an opportunity that only comes once in a lifetime. One particularly hot summer day, I’d foolishly worn a light blue shirt into the office, a faux-pas for anyone who either stressed or produces an abnormal amount of sweat. It just so happens that I fit both those descriptions. I popped into the bathroom and was forced to stuff paper towels into my shirt to sop up the perspiration flooding from under my arms. I emerged feeling only slightly refreshed and quickly forgot about the paper towels wadded into my shirt. Later that day, I dropped off some documents that needed to be signed with one of the executives. When I reached over his desk to hand him a pen, a wad of sweat-soaked paper towel dropped out from my shirt and landed on the carpet with a soft thud. Turning bright red, I tried to think of an excuse for what had just happened. He looked at me and simply said, “I get it.” We were all being put through the wringer. From executive to intern, everyone was there to get things done.

			On my first day, I was one of twenty employees working in the office. By the end of that year, we’d nearly doubled in size and office space was at a premium. I posted up at a portable desk in the corner of someone else’s office. It was clear that business was booming. In fact, it was growing faster than we could keep up with. The simple truth of my professional upbringing is this: everything I need to know, I learned from the boiler room inside the largest cannabis company in America. The culture was, and continues to be, singular. The bulk of the staff is under the age of thirty, a group of dreamers who aren’t used to being told no. And what better fit for this motley crew than a business hellbent on disrupting American industry and creating something entirely new. 

			At its core, the business functions like any other. We sell consumer goods at fair prices, using time-tested marketing techniques. Colorado was the litmus test to establish whether a family could pay their bills by selling marijuana—legally. I recently rediscovered a company-wide email that marked the start of our monthly “all hands on deck” meetings:

			We all know that nothing comes free in this world. Assuredly, we enter into this union cognizant that a pound of flesh is the price of admission. But unlike my misguided trip to Tijuana during college, the consequences of this venture shall require you to endure neither physical mutilation nor daily infusions of intravenous antibiotics. Instead, the toll we must each pay is to build a successful company in a highly competitive space, with minimal prior precedent, and modest wages. To accomplish this, we must strive to create an enduring culture.

			Culture. Since day one, that’s been the name of the game. “But what should our culture be?” the email continues, “Hans Magnus Enzensberger analogizes culture to dropping an Alka-Seltzer into a glass—you don’t see it, but somehow it does something.” The secret sauce of this business isn’t limited to innovation, though that, of course, is half the battle. Rather we focus on placing the right people in the right seats and voilà, magic happens. It is a technique that isn’t unique to our business or to the cannabis industry as a whole, but it works. That philosophy has remained true to this day, and I can think of no better example than our current leadership team. Four of the highest-ranking members of our company started as interns. 

			It was now July 2014, and my first two months in the cannabis industry had come and gone. I’d been commuting back and forth from Boulder to Denver each day, greeting my colleagues every morning with an energy and optimism that communicated I was prepared to take over the world. Though I’d really begun to come into my own, I was still very much an intern and hadn’t quite grasped the breadth and intensity of what it meant to run a business in a market that’s regulated in a manner like no other. My boss had decided to embark on a ritual that all young tech entrepreneurs must undertake—a trip to Burning Man. I’d heard him discussing it in the weeks leading up to it, but didn’t think much of it. Some days later, an instant message appeared asking me to come to his office. They needed my cell phone, as the plan was to forward all of his calls to my phone during his absence. Black Rock City, colloquially known as the playa, is devoid of cell service and completely cut off from the outside world. He boarded his flight, and within ten minutes my phone began to ring. First, it was every twenty minutes, then every ten, then every minute. I didn’t understand what it meant to be busy until that moment. I can still feel the sweat stinging my eyes as a knot formed in my stomach, knowing that with each ring, a punishment was about to be cast upon me like a sadistic Pavlovian experiment. 

			Ring. “We’ve got an issue at the lab.” Ring. “We need more lanyards for the dispensaries.” Ring. “Your dry cleaning is ready.” Ring. “Are you interested in a discounted subscription to HBO? This offer won’t last long!” It was the most trying week of my short career. Why on Earth would anyone trust me to handle this level of responsibility? 

			My boss returned and told me I’d done a great job and they were all very impressed. “Jackson, we’d like to hire you full time.” I couldn’t believe it. In two months, I’d gone from a low-level intern to an integral part of the team. For the first time in my life, I felt as if I were doing something important, something that would have real impact. I was involved in something bigger than myself. I went out that night to celebrate with friends, and I can recall with crystal-clear memory, a resounding sense of accomplishment. Someone had taken a chance on me, and I hadn’t let them down. This was what being an adult felt like. 
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