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Praise for Left on Rancho:


“With a gripping narrative, snappy dialogue, and obvious familiarity with the cannabis industry and immigration issues at the Southern border, Paola crafts a masterful tale. I couldn’t rest till I knew how all the pieces tied together. A blend of intrigue and relevance makes Left on Rancho a must-read.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Die and The Vow


“Paola’s all-too-realistic narrative dives head first into the dark underbelly of the cannabis industry. As we follow the protagonist deeper into the ethical quagmire, the bodies pile up in this page-turning debut.”


—Mike Trigg, author of Burner and Bit Flip


“As someone who has been on the ground floor of cannabis policy in California, Left on Rancho masterfully captures the good, the bad, the legal, and the not so legal perspectives of the California cannabis world and weaves them into an enthralling and satisfying thriller, with dead-on, well-developed characters that are only found in the Wild West of California cannabis.”


—Niccoló De Luca, Vice President of Townsend Public Affairs


“Left on Rancho is a mystery proximal to California’s legal recreational cannabis industry. Add immigration and the result is an intense, savvy, intelligent, and informative whodunnit. The reader is treated to vivid descriptions of southern California and the Mojave Desert, with characters that are nuanced and realistic, enhancing the realism of the story.”


—Elizabeth R. Aden, PhD, author of The Goldilocks Genome
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“Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita


mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,


ché la diritta via era smarrita.”


“Midway in our life’s journey


I found myself in a dark forest,


for the straight path had been lost.”


—Dante Alighieri, La Divina Commedia













CHAPTER 1





Friday, October 18, 2019


“I need your help, Andy.”


“Charlie? What’s it been . . . ten years? Since that bender in Boston?”


“Something like that.”


“I missed that entire conference because of you.” The lost weekend had gone on for three days: wine “tasting” from the Côte d’Or, food from Chinatown holes-in-the-wall, and nightcaps in the old Combat Zone.


“Listen—”


“How’d that restaurant work out?”


“That lasted six months. I’m doing something new,” Charlie said.


“What, you opening an Italian joint and need my help?” Andrew laughed, not at his wit, but because he was genuinely happy his friend had called him.


“Funny guy. The restaurant business is for shit. I’m in cannabis now. You heard of gummies?”


“Candy?”


“Edibles make cannabis accessible to everyone, from Gen Z to octogenarians. No stigma of being a pothead, no need to inhale. Massive potential!” He sounded amped up, but that was Charlie.


“How’s a tech entrepreneur going to help with a weed company?” He was intrigued but played it cool. He’d heard from his venture buddies that cannabis was a hot investment—a game changer, the next wealth creator. And importantly for Andrew, it wasn’t tech.


“Cannabis.”


“Right, cannabis. Because it’s legal now.”


Charlie laughed a strange, nervous laugh. “Come to SoCal. Check out the factory, see what you think.”


“You’re in SoCal?” Andrew walked to the window and stared down the hill. Alcatraz was faintly visible through the thickening fog. “If I’d known I would have come down to see you.”


“Well, now’s your chance. We’re in a rut. We need adult supervision.” His friend was pitching him hard. He sounded like an impetuous tech bro—a myopic twenty-something who couldn’t discern a business plan from a restaurant menu. But this was Charlie—his best friend from high school, the star athlete. The one who always got the girl.


“I’m a software guy. I know nothing about manufacturing.”


“It’s not rocket science, Andy.”


Other than his dad, Charlie was the only person who called him Andy. “This is quite a change from white tablecloths and fine dining.”


“We’ll have some fun together. Like old times.”


Charlie was also the friend Andrew could never say no to.


Three days later, Andrew crossed the Cajon Pass. He shifted into fourth and watched the parched San Bernardino mountains fade in the rearview mirror. The Mojave Desert lay before him, a barren, rock-strewn landscape dotted with nothing but forlorn Joshua trees and stunted creosote bushes.


He’d packed all his belongings, minus what he had put in storage, into his midnight-blue 993. Golf clubs, with the driver and three wood out of the bag, lay across the back seat because being a proper Porsche, there was no trunk. A Tumi roller and a backpack were on the passenger’s seat, his hand pushing them out of the way every time he shifted into sixth gear.


He passed signs for Hesperia and Victorville, and at the next exit, merged onto the 395. Occasional signs of life dotted an infinite dust bowl: strip malls with the essentials of the desert economy; the Mojave Desert Truckstop providing gas, food, showers and more; a minor league stadium with the bleachers in disrepair. He drove by the towering welcome sign that loomed over a solitary Joshua tree: ADELANTO: THE CITY WITH UNLIMITED POSSIBILITIES.


At the next intersection, he took a left on Rancho Road.


What Andrew construed from his research was that Adelanto, located in the Inland Empire, was an isolated California backwater, an afterthought built by a desperate populace trying to sustain itself on the edges of an infertile desert. The extreme summer heat had worsened as the years passed, volatile easterly winds whipped up debris in the fall months, and frigid winter temperatures limited outdoor activities.


Adelanto had two primary economic contributors: incarceration, anchored in a US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention center managed by the Federal Detention Network Group (FDN), three state and federal prisons, and a local jail; and cannabis, with multiple grow, manufacture, and distribution facilities spread across the desert. This was not the Southern California one read about or saw on TV or in the movies. This was not the California Dream.


He continued on Rancho, slaloming around potholes and slowing as he eased over crevices in the asphalt, protecting the low-riding car. A solitary bus stop kiosk stood at an otherwise deserted intersection, the empty, flat, oiled road extending north and south into infinity. He drove by incongruous signs advertising warehouse facilities and immigration services. Some were nailed to telegraph poles, others sprouted out of the desert floor, like native flora.


He passed a sprawling, single-story structure with spartan wings that radiated like octopus tentacles. The entire complex was protected by two concentric chain-link fences topped with razor wire. A couple of uniformed men stood at attention by its entrance, where a placard impaled in the desert read: DESERT SANDS, A CORRECTIONAL FACILITY, aka an immigration detention center. Besides cannabis, FDN was the only other reason to take a left on Rancho.


He swerved to avoid another crater and coasted up to the factory. Isolated, it rose alone out of the desert, a twenty-foot-tall structure enclosed in Mondrianesque siding painted an assortment of grays. A chain-link fence topped with both barbed and razor wire enclosed the property: Kannawerks, his new employer.


Andrew drove through the open gate and pulled in past two Ford Explorers marked San Bernardino County Sheriff taking up both visitor parking spaces. He hesitated. What did he know? Maybe this was the norm? He parked next to a solitary black Prius and sat for a few moments listening to the engine idle.


When Charlie had called him, Andrew had been about to hop on a plane back to Thailand, which he would have considered home if “home” were his thing. He’d hit bottom after he was forced to shut down his last company. Silicon Valley had given him sustenance for the last twenty years, but he couldn’t deal with it anymore. Or “it” couldn’t deal with him.


“And bring your clubs,” Charlie had added. “You can stay at the corporate rental; it’s on a golf course. It’s not the Royal Hua Hin, but it’s got its own desert charm.”


Charm.


Andrew considered the blighted wilderness of the Mojave and thought of another desert, the Sonoran, where his father had recently retired. Tucson, in the Catalina foothills, teemed with hundred-year-old saguaros mingling with forests of jumping chollas and ocotillos that bloomed overnight after the first monsoon rain. Mesquites reached for the sun along dry riverbeds, innumerable cactus species stood stalwart—barrel, organ pipe, buckhorn. That’s fucking charm. But here? Not one saguaro—just Martian dust.


Andrew lifted his backpack over the gear shift and stepped out of the car. A pungent, skunk-like musk hung in the air with intermittent wind gusts intensifying the scent. He walked over to the main entrance, which had two large green letters—KW—floating above it, and pressed the buzzer.


A short, bald man opened the door. He wore a light-blue gown, and his half smile revealed a missing eyetooth. He glanced behind Andrew, his eyes widening at the sight of the Porsche. “¿De qué año es?”


“Ninety-six,” Andrew said.


The man’s smile broadened. He introduced himself as Álvaro and motioned for Andrew to come in.


“Tenemos un problema,” he said, his smile fading.


“I see that.”


“Espera aquí.”


Álvaro rapped his knuckles on another door. A man stepped out into the brightly lit foyer, quickly closing the door behind him. He had a slight limp.


“Everything is fine,” the man said, as if attempting to forestall questions. “A couple of officers from Victor Valley Station just got here. They need to check up on a few things . . . it has nothing to do with us.” His accent was cleaner, more polished than Álvaro’s. So was his handshake. “I am Miguel. Call me Mike.”


Mike was thin, one of those men who would never carry an extra pound of flesh, with a full head of black hair neatly parted to the left, gray-streaked temples, and a trimmed moustache. Andrew pegged him to be in his early forties, a couple of years younger than himself.


“I guess you should come in.” Mike gave Andrew a once over. “They’ll be more comfortable talking to you.”


“Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”


“Welcome to the High Desert,” Mike said. He opened the door and introduced Andrew as the new boss to the waiting officers.


Andrew stifled his surprise at the word “boss” as the two officers stared him down. In one corner stood a tall man in uniform. He had a military crewcut and wore olive-green slacks, a khaki collared shirt with various insignia, and a deputy sheriff’s star pinned above the left pocket. He held a cap in his hands. In the opposite corner, a woman sat in a swivel chair. She was dressed in a blue blazer, a white polo shirt, jeans, and black cowboy boots, with a shiny badge clipped to her belt. She stared at a six-by-four grid of video feeds on a fifty-inch console. They both had semi-automatics holstered on their belts.


The woman said to Andrew, “I’m Sheriff’s Detective Morales—Rachel Morales. Homicide Detail. The body of an escaped FDN detainee was found a few clicks from here on Friday morning. Massive head trauma.” She returned her gaze to the console. “Just another day in Adelanto.”


Andrew glanced at Mike expectantly, who shrugged.


She continued, “This factory is on a direct line between the FDN facility and where the body was found. We’re here to review footage from your external cameras to see if we find anything of relevance. Coroner says he died sometime between midnight and 2:00 a.m.”


Mike walked over to the video console and scrolled through the camera inventory. He selected one of the five external cameras, jumped to 11:30 p.m. from the prior Thursday’s feed, and clicked play. The images were clear, considering that the system looked like it belonged in a museum. He stopped the playback just after the timer reached 2:30 a.m. Nothing unusual. He selected another camera and repeated the process. Nothing.


After two hours, they had gone through all of the external cameras, with the exception of camera number four. It was the only camera that faced north into the barren desert behind the factory, and it was out of commission.


“Well, let’s see what the coroner comes back with. I’ll let you know if we need anything else.” The detective motioned to the uniformed officer, and as she stepped out the door, said to Andrew, “And get the cameras fixed. The BCC won’t like that.”


Mike and Andrew watched on the video feeds as the officers got in their cars and drove away. Then Mike fell into his swivel chair and mumbled, “¿Qué chingados?”


“What’s the BCC?”


“Bureau of Cannabis Control. It is the main state regulator. We must keep all video for ninety days. If not, they can fine us . . . shut us down.”


“What about these other cameras? They’re out, too.”


The chair creaked as Mike leaned forward. “Some of the internal camera feeds in the factory. This system is old. No one knows how to work the thing.”


“Why not?”


“I do not know. You are the IT guy.”


Andrew ignored the slight. “We should get them fixed.”


“I will put it on the list,” Mike said, staring at his laptop.


Andrew let it go. He’d have plenty of time to learn the business and to address the issues that had to be dealt with. He went to the large window that exposed the factory production line. Polished machinery was organized in neat rows extending across the floor, void of personnel. A large digital display with the date, time, and other unknown measurements presided over the line.


“So, should we be concerned?” Andrew asked Mike.


“Concerned about what?”


“The dead guy. Just another day in Adelanto?”


Mike picked up a stack of papers and nonchalantly tapped them on the desk. “None of our business. A coyote probably had something to do with it.”


“Coyote?”


“Smuggler.” He seemed irritated. “The inmates bribe the guards and hire a coyote to get them away from here. The same way migrants hire a coyote to get them across the border. Sometimes they get caught, sometimes they make a life for themselves. The coyote probably asked for more money and the guy ran. It is dark, cold—they cannot get far.”


“Where’s Charlie?” Andrew asked, changing the subject.


“At the Vegas facility. He will be back in a few days.”


“I thought he’d be here to meet me.”


Mike shrugged. He rummaged through papers on his desk, picked up a business card, and handed it to Andrew. “He left this for you, address and access code for the corporate rental, in Helendale.”


The front of the card read, MIGUEL VARGAS, VICE PRESIDENT, FACTORY MANAGER. Barely legible letters and numbers were scribbled on the back in Charlie’s familiar lefty scrawl.


Álvaro was hovering in wait when they left the factory. He’d removed his gown, revealing dense tattoos covering his thick arms. Mike and he exchanged words in Spanish. Álvaro seemed nervous, which made Andrew wonder if his arrival had also offended him.


Mike considered Andrew for a moment. “Álvaro wants to know if he can check out your car.”


Andrew nodded at Álvaro. They walked to the Porsche, and Andrew opened the back panel, revealing the spotless, air-cooled engine. Álvaro leaned over and inspected the machine, and not daring to touch anything, moved his head over the clustered pipes, fan, and vents, smiling. He then slipped into the bucket seat and caressed the blue leather steering wheel.


Andrew took a few pictures of Álvaro, his head poking out the window, a boyish grin on his face, as though he’d just crossed the finish line at the checkered flag in Monte Carlo.


A warm gust of wind intensified the skunk scent. “That smell . . . does it ever go away?” Andrew asked Mike.


“From the cannabis extraction facilities down the road. When the wind blows from their direction, there is no escaping it. Do not worry, you will not get high.” Mike stepped into the black Prius and took off.


When Álvaro was done, Andrew tossed his backpack on the passenger’s seat and sat down. He pulled the business card out of his pocket to type the address into the nav app. He read the card more closely this time and smiled.


The access code was 1988.


The year he’d moved to Thailand and met Charlie.













CHAPTER 2





Andrew—Andrea on his birth certificate—was born in Italy and had grown up as a nomad. His father was a US cultural attaché in Rome, and his mother was the youngest of three siblings from an upper-crust Roman family. They met during one of the social diplomatic events that his father organized in Rome in the early seventies. His mother teased that she’d fallen for the embodiment of the prototypical American—six-four, a sharp, sculpted face, blond hair, dark, honest eyes. But really it had been for his curiosity, one that matched hers.


Andrea was three when his father’s posting in Rome ended. He had negotiated to be sent to Southeast Asia, as he was keen to take advantage of the potential in the region to refine and redefine American influence now that the war was over.


If his mother was crestfallen to leave her family, she never showed it. His father’s subsequent posting was Kuala Lumpur, then Singapore, and finally in 1988, when Andrea was thirteen, Andrea’s father settled them in Bangkok, Thailand. His father had no family left in the States, so Andrea spent his summers in Italy with his mother and her family, and the rest of the year in the country they resided in at the time. Andrea never visited his father’s native country until he went to university.


With his father often gone for days on diplomatic errands, Andrea’s mother embraced the expat life—the travel and cultural diversity, something foreign to her sisters, all still living within a two-block radius of their parents. His mother’s curiosity and adventurous spirit were contagious. Coupled with the need to adapt to new schools, make new friends, and absorb new cultures, Andrea acquired a chameleon-like ability to immerse himself and trust these new worlds and make them his own, as if he’d always been a part of them.


Andrea met Charlie on his first day of eighth grade while they waited for the bus to take them to the International School of Bangkok—ISB. They both lived at the Royal Garden Towers, a twelve-story apartment complex on Sukhumvit Soi Sawatdi—Charlie on the ninth floor, Andrea right below him in apartment 8C. Andrea had introduced himself as “Andrew,” which he had always done in English-speaking environments.


“Mind if I call you Andy?” Charlie had asked. Andrew did mind, but he wasn’t going to tell his new friend that.


They became inseparable—in class, little league, at the pool after school, or at the shack to grab cha yen (iced tea), sour mamuang (mango), or diced saparot (pineapple) served in plastic bags with a rubber band tied around one corner.


Charlie introduced Andrew to American sports: the Patriots, Red Sox, and Celtics. They watched VHS tapes sent by Charlie’s sister in the States: Al Michaels, Frank Gifford, commercials and all. He even taught Andrew how to play baseball.


It seemed that the only time they were not together was when Andrew was doing his homework. Andrew’s mother ensured that he stayed the course and made the grades to enter an American university because there was no future for him in Italy. She knew better after having left the chaos of her home country and saw how the rest of the world lived, thanks to Andrew’s father.


The friends’ interests diverged in the last two years of high school. Charlie smoked more and more weed, got marginal grades, and failed to find direction, while Andrew continued to excel on his disciplined path. His priorities were clear.


However, he and Charlie always found time to hang out, with Charlie sometimes materializing at Andrew’s door after another shouting match with his dad. And there was baseball. Charlie, the talented southpaw, Andrew behind the plate catching his fast balls, sliders, and curves. Both averaged over .450 in their last two seasons and won the pennant both times.


Andrew merged onto the 395 and let the Porsche fly, the g-forces pushing him back into the bucket seat as the air-cooled motor hummed. He admired the contrast of the long, black roads with the bare desert. The endless roads were a connection with the external world, which let him know he could escape at any time—if he wanted to.


As he crossed Air Expressway, the cars ahead slowed down. He downshifted into second gear. A construction worker flagged traffic. A trip that should have taken him twenty minutes took him an hour.


He finally turned left on Eucalyptus Parkway, slowing down as he passed the man-made lakes and the clusters of single-family homes. Trees lining a fairway partially obscured a green—a welcome sight amidst the arid desert.


At the end of the cul-de-sac, he pulled into the driveway of 1897 Camino del Celador. Andrew stepped out of the car and yawned as he surveyed the surroundings. The single-story home was bordered by freshly manicured landscaping, comprised of nonnative cacti interspersed with mesquites and cottonwoods. Red gravel obscured the brown dust. A black motorcycle with gleaming chrome exhausts stood in the solitary parking spot abutting the fairway.


He took his driver and three wood out of the back seat, followed by his golf bag, and recomposed the set. With the clubs slung over his shoulder, he made his way up the walkway, with his Tumi trailing behind. The metal gate squealed as he pushed it open. Lizards scampered into the bushes. He punched the code into the keypad.


The house had a terracotta floor dotted with Navajo rugs and fourteen-foot vaulted ceilings hovering over an open floor plan. A masonry fireplace decorated the corner, and a sliding glass door opened up to a patio, while tall windows bathed the rooms in natural light. He wasn’t surprised with the home’s elegance and charm; Charlie did have expensive tastes.


He left his clubs in the foyer, found the guest room, and dropped his bags before laying down. The phone rang just as he’d shut his eyes.


Diana. He threw his phone on the bed. He’d made it clear that it was over. Maybe she was just checking up on him, making sure he had arrived safely . . . He had told her, repeatedly, that he did not want the responsibility; that he could barely take care of himself; that he did not want to—no—could not be tied down. He had told her he needed separation to regroup and recharge. Her priorities were not aligned with his; they never had been. And why subject offspring to the inevitable suffering caused by catastrophes we created and continued to propagate?


He took several slow, deep breaths.


When that didn’t help, he headed to the living room and rummaged through the cabinets in the bar nook. He found several bottles of wine—Chardonnay, Bordeaux . . . Chianti? That was unexpected. Charlie was a Francophile, had been since he graduated from that hospitality school in Geneva. The restaurants he managed and owned were all French—Le Metropole, a chain of Bistro Le Jardin. The mystery continued in the kitchen, where Andrew unearthed bags of pasta from Gragnano, and cans of San Marzano tomatoes, Italian staples that Charlie—who never strayed from Gallic cuisine—referred to as “peasant food.” But the large bottle of extra virgin olive oil was sacrilege. An Italian in the mix. A woman?


He poured himself a generous glass of Chianti and walked out to the patio, the setting sun looming large behind the long, dense branches of a mesquite tree. The patio lights came on. A few feet over the low stucco wall was a fairway mottled yellow and green and surrounded by parched rough, a small lake visible to his left. He savored the wine for a moment, wondering what or whom had incited Charlie to expand his culinary horizons.


He headed back inside to the kitchen, gathered the peasant food, and went to work: pour oil in a saucepan, add the tomatoes, fill a stock pot with water, add salt, and wait.


He sipped the wine, finally starting to relax, and immediately caught a whiff of weed, or Mary Jane as Charlie used to call it. Had he left the outdoor light on? No, it had come on automatically when he’d gone outside earlier. . . He froze. A Black man the size of a mountain stared him down.


Andrew hesitated.


The man was clad in a loose-fitting linen shirt, black jeans, and black leather combat boots. He must have been six-foot-six with bleached curly hair that was all but incandescent against his skin. He had wide, almond-shaped eyes, a strong nose, and a large scar down his right temple. The man waved, the joint held high, amusement washing over his face, breaking the spell. He slid the door open.


“You’re Andrew.” He put the joint in an ashtray and held out his hand. “I’m Ish. Didn’t mean to startle you. Charlie told me you’d be here.”


Andrew, feeling the fragility of his hand in Ish’s grip, nervously smiled.


“Want some?” Ish said.


Andrew stared at the smoldering joint. “I’ll stick with alcohol.”


“Suit yourself.” Ish went back outside, took a couple of long hits, and smothered the joint, saving the roach for later. A cloud of smoke followed him inside. “Was on my way from Vegas and didn’t have the energy to make it all the way to LA. I said to myself, ‘Why not meet the new boss?’”


Again with the boss. “You’re with Kannawerks, then?”


“On the front line. Sales, budtender relationships.”


“Budtender?”


Ish examined him. “Do you know anything about weed? What we do?”


“Let’s just say I’ve got a lot to learn.”


“Oh right, you’re from tech. Hope Charlie knows what he’s doing. Anyway, a budtender is like a bartender or a barista, except the cannabis equivalent. They advise on what product is right for you. You want to chill? Unwind? Take the edge off? Relieve pain or anxiety? Sleep? Party? They’ll recommend strains, form factors, and brands. Budtenders are cannabis consultants for both the novice and experienced user. Well, some of them anyway.”


He went to the refrigerator, popped open a beer, and took a long swig, watching Andrew stir the sauce. “Smells good. What’s that you’re making?”


“Spaghetti al pomodoro minus the basil and garlic,” Andrew said, refilling his glass and pouring some wine into the sauce.


“Enough for two?”


“And then some.”


Ish sat on the couch in the living room, put his feet up on the coffee table, and sipped his beer. Andrew covered the sauce and joined Ish. The sun had set, the sky painted red and purple. Andrew, drawn to it, went to the window.


“Water’s boiling,” Ish said.


“Shit.” Andrew ran back to the stove. As he was placing the pasta into the sputtering cauldron, the doorbell rang.


“What is this, Grand Central?” he muttered to himself. When it became clear that Ish had no intention of getting up, Andrew threw in the rest of the pasta and sprinted to the door.


“I hope I am not disturbing,” Mike said, a bottle in hand.


“Mike!” Ish called out from the couch.


Mike acknowledged Ish with a nod. “Cazadores Añejo.”


“My favorite,” Ish said.


“No first day on the job should involve dead bodies, compadre,” Mike said to Andrew.


“It was bizarre,” Andrew said.


“Dead bodies?” Ish asked.


Mike told Ish about the body in the desert, Detective Morales, and the video review.


“Just another day in Adelanto,” Ish said.


“That is what she said,” Mike said.


“Join us for dinner?” Andrew asked Mike.


Mike’s eyes rested forlornly on the tequila bottle. “It’s my turn to help with the homework.”


“You live in South Lake, like, two minutes from here,” Ish said. “Call your wife, tell her el nuevo jefe insists.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Andrew said. Time to wear these guys down. They had every right to ignore an outsider. He may know nothing about weed, but this, he had covered. After growing up in Asia and especially while working on assignments in Asia over the years, he had learned relationships were built on trust, and trust was built outside the office, at dinner, in bars, in karaoke parlors lubricated by shochu and sake and whiskey—and a lot of it. Conversations would meander within loosely defined guardrails—never about work—until the third or fourth drink and then transform into chaos. If you were in a karaoke bar, a pretty local girl would be waiting for you to sit back down after the crooning was over.


He’d make do without the singing and the pretty local girls tonight; he’d settle for the company and the tequila.


“Nice golf clubs,” Mike said, heading to the kitchen, where he reached into a cupboard and pulled out three tumblers. He handed one to Andrew.


“The course seems nice—do you play?” Andrew asked.


“I prefer fútbol.”


“The one with a proper round ball?”


“What other kind is there?”


Andrew raised his empty tumbler, and the two men held eyes—fútbol, the instant equalizer. Mike chuckled and opened the freezer, fetched some ice cubes, and dropped them into the tumblers, which signaled for Ish to join them. Mike poured healthy doses of golden liquid into each glass, being careful not to spill any.


“¡Salud!” They touched glasses. Andrew sipped the tequila, knowing how that would sit with the Chianti. Ish retreated to the couch and closed his eyes.


Mike sat on the lone stool in the kitchen, nursing his drink. “Do you play fútbol?”


“Not anymore, but I watch. It’s in my blood.”


“What kind of blood?”


“Italian.”


“You are Italian?” This seemed to surprise him.


“I prefer the Premier League. Serie A pales in comparison.”


“The English stuff is overrated,” Mike said. “There is no creativity, no one dribbles the ball anymore. It is all run, press, tackle. There is no room for a good, old-fashioned número diez, you know what I mean?”


“Platini, Zidane, Messi—”


“Messi? Not that pendejo.”


“How can you say that?”


“I have to. I am from Mexico. A Mexican never supports an Argentinian.” He smiled.


“Like Italians and Swiss—oil and water.”


Mike sipped his drink. “I used to play. I believed I could make it as a pro. All through high school and university, I played for a semipro team, until one day in the second year of university a pinche culero crushed my left ankle with a tackle, studs up. Two weeks in the hospital. Six months to rehabilitate. Fútbol career over, just like that.” He snapped his fingers and took another sip of his tequila. “So I finished my university degree, got an entry-level job with Toyota, thanks to a cousin. I was lucky.”


That explained the limp. Andrew bit into a strand of spaghetti he’d pulled from the pot—almost done.


“Ángel, my son, he just turned seven. He is crazy about fútbol. We are out every evening in the yard, after work, dribbling around cones, kicking tennis balls on the volley. Maybe he will make it, unlike his father.” Mike took a swig, his eyes downcast.


“Sounds like he has a dedicated coach.” Andrew drained the pasta, threw it in the sauce, and gave it one final stir.


They helped themselves to generous portions directly from the pan that Andrew had set on a dish pad on the dining table. Mike refilled everybody’s glass, giving Andrew the more generous pour.


Silence ensued, while the guests used various techniques—all unacceptable ones, according to Andrew’s mother—to get the spaghetti on their forks and in their stomachs. It seemed like they hadn’t eaten in days.


“What’s Ish short for?” Andrew asked, finally breaking the silence.


“Ishida.”


Andrew set down his fork and gave him a once over.


“Lawrence Hiroshi Ishida. Father’s Japanese. I was born in Japan. Came back here in third grade.” He took a drink, then sat back, his plate empty. “This is fucking good. Where’d you learn to do this?”


“Summers in Italy, with my mom’s side of the family,” he said.


“You don’t look Italian.”


“What does Italian look like?”


Ish eyed Mike, who nodded. “Manuela.”


“I knew there was an Italian somewhere. She work in the factory?”


“No,” Ish said, as he scooped more pasta onto his plate.


“Manuela is Charlie’s fiancée,” Mike said. He topped Andrew’s glass off.


“Charlie has a fiancée?”


“When he first took over, she would come and stay here with him,” Mike said.


“A fiancée is not in Charlie’s MO,” Andrew said.


“Well, anyway, she hated it out here,” Ish said.


Andrew didn’t probe. He studied his glass, then glanced at Mike and decided that before he lost control of his faculties he’d make an exception to his rule and steered the conversation to work. “Charlie tells me that before he took over Kannawerks, the company was near bankruptcy less than nine months after raising money. I guess that kind of shit doesn’t only happen in tech.”


“Yeah, the Kannawerks founder was a bozo,” Ish said. “I’m sure Charlie’s filled you in.”


Charlie’s told me jack, Andrew didn’t say.


“Charlie’s helped us recover. Some,” Ish said.


“Our brand saved us,” Mike said. “The problem was execution. We had too many products, and we were not efficient in the factory.”


“We fucked up our budtender and retailer relationships,” Ish said. “Those are on the mend, but we’re still only number three in market share in California edibles. We’ve made some progress, but not as much as one would hope. Right, Mike? Number one and two were upstarts a year ago. Now they’re killing it.”


“I do not understand why we are not doing better. This business is not that hard,” Mike said.


Andrew, who’d been silently sipping his tequila while the two of them went back and forth, set down his tumbler and said, “Low barriers to entry.”


Mike seemed confused, while Ish leaned in with a wry grin. “What do you mean?”


“You said the top two companies in the market are younger than Kannawerks, which tells me it doesn’t take much to enter this space. But how you sustain and grow is critical to success. Is it distribution? Scale? Innovation? Finding the right product-market fit? You’re right Ish. What does a tech guy know about weed? I’ve never dealt with manufacturing a consumer good before. And I’ve never sold a physical commodity. But I have taken commodity technology services, like outsourcing, and created successful companies by focusing on a specific niche and investing in continuous innovation. It’s not that hard.”


Ish downed what remained of his tequila. “Sounds like you will figure it out.” He patted Andrew on the back and disappeared into the darkened hallway.


The tequila was starting to hit Andrew. He walked to the kitchen and drank two glasses of water. Mike followed with his empty plate, muttering something about how his wife was going to kill him. “Amigo, sorry about today.” He dropped his plate in the sink. “I was nervous—the police, a new boss.”


“We’ll make it work.”


“Hey, look what I found.” Ish held aloft a pair of women’s panties. Black.


“Those aren’t mine,” Andrew deadpanned. “Where’d you find them?”


“Behind the toilet.”


“Probably Manuela’s,” Mike said.


“I doubt it. They’re a couple of sizes too big.” Ish held them up for all to see.


“You will like her,” Mike said to Andrew.


“They’re too big,” Ish insisted.


“I am telling you they are Manuela’s,” Mike said.


Ish twirled the panties on his finger, smiling. “They’re not hers.” He threw the panties in the trash.


Andrew let it go.


Mike reached for the bottle of Cazadores and emptied the contents in Andrew’s glass before he could say no.


Ish opened the sliding doors, the cool breeze a welcome change from the interior air made stuffy by the revelatory conversation. “One last toke and then I’m going to crash in the other bedroom.” Ish relit the roach. He seemed impervious to the cold.


“I’m calling it a night, too. Thanks for the food and the company, amigo,” Mike said. They shook hands and said their goodbyes.


Andrew stared at the plates on the dining room table and the pans piled up in the sink. Fuck it. He ambled to the bedroom, stripped to his boxers, set the alarm for 6:00 a.m., and passed out.













CHAPTER 3





The roar of a motorcycle startled Andrew from a deep sleep. Where was he? His head throbbed. He sat up and placed his feet on the floor, the cool tiles counterbalancing the pain. He faced the mirror of the closet across the bed; the six-foot-three frame greeting him was not a welcome sight: sagging posture, disheveled auburn hair, dark bags under his eyes, vertical red scar on his abdomen—compliments of a recent operation—and pasta finding a permanent home. He stumbled to the bathroom.


At 6:30 a.m., there was a hint of twilight from the east, the desert not yet warmed by the sun. He sat in the bucket seat and fumbled for the key. He instinctively reached for the ignition on the right of the steering column. Where’d it go? He rubbed his head. That’s right, he was not in a Volkswagen GTI, he was in a car that descended from models designed for a standing start at Le Mans—sprint across the track, jump in the car, and simultaneously turn the ignition with your left hand and strap on the seatbelt with your right hand. He inserted the key with his left hand and turned it. The engine started. He hadn’t been sure that it would.


The Porsche had been an impulse buy, made possible in the late nineties by the dot-com euphoria. Armed with a computer science degree from Berkeley, it had been easy for Andrew to land a job at a startup in Silicon Valley, the recruiting pipelines overflowing with candidates as the Internet started to go mainstream. eBusiness. eCommerce. Employee number seven. After two years, he had written a $63,000 check—as if writing five-figure checks were a daily occurrence—for the midnight-blue 993 C4S. He purchased it from a colleague who was upgrading . . . everyone was upgrading, everyone was shitting money. Instant gratification was the norm.


Srini had warned him. He had taken a liking to Andrew and saw potential in him. When Andrew drove up to the office in the Porsche, Srini had walked him to a conference room and shut the door. He never shut the door.


“Andrew,” he had said calmly. “I am not one to provide personal advice, but you need to think about . . .” He paused. “To plan for . . .” He paused again. “Your future.”


He couldn’t say more as the CEO of a public company, and Andrew understood. When the roller-coaster ride neared its apex, only a few had taken money off the table: the experienced executives, alumni of IBM, HP, and AT&T who had seen this movie before and liquidated as much as they could in early spring 2000 . . . and Andrew, while the others dreamed. When the bubble burst, the roller coaster began its rapid descent, accelerating downhill and falling off a precipice after the Twin Towers fell. The company had gone through a series of layoffs, merged with a competitor, and cut overhead. The company stock, now a penny stock, hovered at two cents a share—a stark contrast to the earlier promise of infinite riches that had been pervasive in the Valley.


The speech was short. Srini had announced the company was filing for Chapter 11. No sales, no revenues, we’re done. That day was everyone’s last; they were all out on the street. The following week Andrew flew to Thailand, telling his friends that he was spending time with his parents. He could afford to take time off thanks to Srini’s prescient advice. He put his Porsche in storage, as he couldn’t bear to sell it and was too ashamed to be seen in it—a stark reminder of what once was and what could have been.


He hadn’t seen it again until he drove to Adelanto.


He found a different route to the factory: the National Trails Highway. The old Route 66. It was slightly out of the way, but it avoided the construction on the 395 and the more pleasant scenery made up for the added time: an arroyo bed flanked the road to its west, with verdant trees and cacti dotting the landscape, and contrasting red, rock-strewn hills to the east. Multimegawatt solar tracking installations permeated the scene, the panels shimmering with dew in the growing light, ready to engage, waiting for the sun to crest over the low hills. He passed a sign for Elmer’s Bottle Tree Ranch. People kept themselves busy with any amusement they could find in the desolation.


The road was empty. He floored it and felt the car reach ninety, hearing the familiar, air-cooled hum. Considering it was almost twenty-five years old, the car ran well. He slowed down as he approached Oro Grande, the first visible signs of life, and crossed the Mojave River bridge onto Air Expressway. The riverbed was bone dry. A towering yellow sign with imposing black letters read: DO NOT PICK UP HITCHHIKERS, thus announcing the Federal Correctional Facility, which was different than FDN, one mile down the road. He passed by an isolated RV park, its perimeter demarcated by low-lying gray-and-brown shrubs, and took a left. He reached Kannawerks and found a space, although the lot was now full. The sun made its presence felt as he pressed the buzzer.


It was cold inside the factory, like walking into a meat locker. Mike handed Andrew a light-blue gown, surgical mask, and hairnet.


“This is a food-safe facility. Beyond this point we must wear full PPE.”


Andrew had spent his entire career writing and deploying code and building software. He restrained himself from asking what PPE stood for, but his expression unmasked his ignorance.


“Personal protective equipment. And if you are on the line, you must wear gloves.” They stood in the staging area, separated from the production area by a sixteen-foot chain-link fence. Rhythmic hip-hop music blared from a speaker over the packing line, the operators swaying as they filled puck-sized tins with minuscule, orange, cubed candy: gummies. When Charlie had told Andrew they manufactured cannabis-infused gummies it had sounded so juvenile. Or maybe he was out of touch. Getting old.


The factory was a brightly lit cavernous box: the twenty-foot ceiling enclosed an assortment of machines; taped yellow lines on the polished cement floor demarcated various jurisdictions; PPE-clad operators focused on their tasks. A loud HVAC system droned in the background. The chain-link fence extended along the western perimeter surrounding an area filled with pallets of colored boxes stacked one upon the other near a loading dock. They stepped onto the floor. On the left was the packing line, and on the right were stacks of white plastic trays containing colored gummies.


“The production process is simple. We make candy, it just happens to be cannabis-infused gummies,” Mike said, raising his voice to almost a shout. They walked by stainless steel mixers, past a long, square tunnel that was spitting out gummy-filled rubber molds—like modified muffin trays, but with a grid of about fifty small square cavities instead of the usual six or twelve—as operators grabbed them and stacked them on a metal table. The conveyor carrying the molds extended back into the jaws of a machine whose pistons furiously, yet elegantly, deposited red goo into the molds coming out of the tunnel. A slender pipe originating in a large cauldron fed the pistons. Two operators manned the cauldron and constantly checked the readings on a flashing monitor. The noise from the machines was deafening.


They stood by two large, stainless-steel vats. An operator punched buttons on a screen. “This is Ashlee. She is a supervisor and runs the cooking and depositing stations,” Mike yelled. She acknowledged Andrew with a nod.


“The ingredients Kyle preps today are for the batches we will make tomorrow,” Mike continued, gesturing at a lanky figure standing by the vats. “Before we start the cooking process, Kyle kits the raw materials, making sure we have the right ingredients and quantities, which vary based on what gummy we are producing. Most important are the active ingredients—the cannabis. It is Kyle’s job to take the cannabis oil from the freezer to the cooking station on the day we produce. We pride ourselves on having the most accurate dosing in the industry.”


Kyle was hard to miss. He was taller than Andrew, thin, and wore round professorial spectacles that framed his narrow, pallid, blue eyes.


“What’s Kyle’s role?”


“Quality and R and D. We got lucky.”


“What do you mean?”


“We did not have real R and D when we started. Our formulation was created by amateurs. When we resumed production after the shutdown, we continued using the old formula. Sometimes the gummies would arrive at the retailers melted into one hard glob, even with refrigerated trucks. This was one of the many reasons why competitors began to replace us on shelves. We also started getting consumer complaints. We thought it was the fault of the distributors, but then we ran tests on our gummies against those of our competitors, and the melting point of our gummies was significantly lower. Then Charlie heard that one of our competitors, Akmana, who also made gummies, was being investigated by the BCC for selling expired vape cartridges on the illegal market. Their license was suspended pending an investigation. Charlie recruited both Ashlee and Kyle, who ran R and D at Akmana, and Kyle fixed the melting problem.”


“What flavor are we making now?” Andrew asked over the hum of the motors.


“Pomegranate.”


“And what’s this?” Andrew asked, motioning to the machine with the hopper, pistons, and conveyor.


“This is the depositor,” Mike said. “We began using it in June. Easy to operate and maintain. Great throughput. There is another one in storage. We did everything manually before. It was crazy. You can still see the old process—we still make the small, ‘classic’ gummies,” he said, making air quotes. “But we will soon stop making those. For the new process, the cooker feeds the depositor, an operator manually places the molds onto the conveyor, and the machine does the rest by pumping three grams of the slurry into each depression as the molds go by.” Andrew watched the molds disappear into the rectangular tunnel as they left the depositor.


“How many gummies can we make in a day?”


“In one eight-hour shift we can make up to four batches, and each batch contains five thousand units—in our case tins—with twenty gummies per tin. That is almost four hundred thousand gummies in a day. Now we are only making two, sometimes three batches per day. We are waiting for sales to pick up.”


Mike continued, “After they are filled, the molds pass through a cooling chamber, and then over there the gummies are demolded.” As an operator pulled the lever on a shiny box, gummies popped out of the mold into a white plastic tray. “Before we had the cooling chamber, and before we fixed the gummy formulation, we had to wait two hours before demolding the gummies, otherwise they were too soft. Now we put them into the tumblers right away without waiting.”


They walked over to one of the large metal mixers. “We have had these tumblers for longer than the depositor. The last owners of Kannawerks were using cement mixers, and I mean actual cement mixers, to tumble the gummies. They were not food safe. I had these installed.” Mike gently caressed the chrome surface of the tumbler. “The gummies are placed into the tumbler with sugar for thirty minutes, then transferred to trays to cure. You can see them stacked up here and on the other side. Twenty-four hours later they are ready to be packed. With the old methods, we had to cure them for three days.”


“Sounds like you did a lot of fixing.”


“I have done what I could. I have been here for almost two years. I started under the old owners. My good friend Manny hired me. He was trying to introduce automation. Back then they were cooking the gummies in large pots over an open flame and mixing the slurry with a huge wooden spatula. A real chingadera. And we were the number one gummy company in California.” He shook his head and cast his gaze to the floor. “Then they fired Manny for reasons I still do not know . . . the founder did strange things. I had only been here for one month when it happened. With my visa, I could not really go anywhere else, so I stayed and tried to do what I could to bring efficiencies to the operations. I am just scratching the surface of what Charlie and his team inherited.” He tapped his fingers on the tumbler. “We now go to the packing line.”


The loud hip-hop music eclipsed the din of the machines. “Manny had good intentions.” Mike had stopped shouting. “He started with the easiest thing to fix: the cooking. Then he proposed automating the depositing function. As I said, before we were pouring the slurry by hand out of pitchers into micro ice-cube molds that we bought online, molds that we can no longer source. So Manny proposed automating it, but Abe, the founder, refused. The ‘classic’ gummies, which weigh only one-and-a-half grams, are small enough that twenty of them fit into a tobacco dip-sized tin, which fits comfortably in your jeans pocket, making the tin an easy way to share gummies at a party. That was Abe’s vision.” Mike’s voice rose again. “The smallest gummy the depositor can make while maintaining accurate dosage is two-and-a-half grams, you see. Bigger gummies meant new packaging, and how can you fit a larger tin or box or bag into the front pocket of your jeans? Abe always talked about building a ‘house of brands,’ the tin the first brand innovation in cannabis, and becoming the ‘Coca-Cola of cannabis’ . . . I have no idea what any of that meant. He forgot about the operational foundations of a business. The legend is that Abe started the company in his garage.” He adjusted his hair net. “But it seems all he did after he raised a lot of money was to make the garage bigger.” Andrew sensed a smile under Mike’s mask.


A “Jobsian” reality distortion field. Andrew had seen this many times: a founder with an idea who makes the first big sale, raises a round of funding, and then gets caught up in the hubris. Surrounding himself with sycophants, the fool believes that he and he alone is the one who can lead the company to greatness, so he stymies dialogue and the exchange of ideas and slams the doors of innovation and growth shut. And what did this distorted, empire-building reality lead to? Bankruptcy.


Andrew reminded himself to ask Charlie or Ish about the founder: Abe. Kannawerks clearly had some serious baggage. Classic gummies? Like “technical debt,” as they called it in software: instead of scrapping a buggy and decrepit piece of software and starting anew, developers piled new bad code on top of old bad code, thereby compounding the bugs and outages until the entire system crashed. Sometimes understanding the past was needed to make sense of the present. Sometimes you had to probe. If Andrew was going to contribute and succeed, then he didn’t want any surprises.


“And here we are, the ‘classic’ process—Abe’s dream in action.” More air quotes from Mike. There were at least twenty operators sorting, weighing, and packing gummies. Álvaro, the packing lead, ambled down the line and patted an operator on the back. Mike caught his attention and waved him over.


“Hola,” said Mike, as they fist-bumped.


“Hola, Señor.”


“Are we on schedule?”


“Sí, we add operators to the line, we get extra batch packed no problem.”


Mike continued, “We are packing the classic tangerine gummies. You can see the size of the gummies and the tin, very small, and it is all manual. The only change we made to the classic gummies was with the new formulation, so they do not melt.”


Andrew asked Álvaro, “What about the larger gummies? How are we packing those?”


“Sí, tins wider, taller,” Álvaro said, taking one out of his pocket. He grabbed one of the smaller tins from the packing line and held them next to each other. “We have to still do manual.”


“I can fit these bigger tins in my pocket,” Andrew said.


“So can I,” Mike said.


An operator was placing barcode stickers onto boxes filled with sealed tins. “Are those UPC codes?” asked Andrew.


“METRC tags.”


“Metric?”


“Marijuana enforcement, tracking, reporting, and compliance. Seed-to-sale tracking. It is how the government tracks marijuana in California. Every time the cannabis changes form—from plant to oil, oil to gummy, gummy to tin, tin to case—it is assigned a METRC tag. That way a tin of gummies can be traced back to the plant it came from, technically a seed. It is a way to ensure that all legal cannabis is accounted for and taxed. We even have to issue METRC tags for destroyed product.”


“I get it. It’s a way to prevent illegal stuff from being made and to make sure you can’t skim off the top,” Andrew said.


They passed through a double door. Floor-to-ceiling racks surrounded the perimeter. “All raw materials, packaging, everything except the cannabis, or ‘active ingredient,’ is stored here. We keep cannabis under lock and key in a freezer next to the R and D office because of the value . . . and because it is a Schedule 1 drug. Only Kyle and I have access.”


“That’s fucked up,” Andrew said.


“What is?”


“The Cannabis Paradox: that cannabis is a Schedule 1 drug, deemed the most dangerous of the controlled substance levels. The US Government puts it in the same category as heroin, LSD, and ecstasy. Meanwhile Vicodin, oxycodone, cocaine, crystal meth, fentanyl, drugs that are killing people every day, are all a level below it in Schedule 2. The government has backward ideas about keeping us safe.”


Mike took off his hairnet and mask and glanced at the digital display. “Chingado. We have to go.”


“Go where?”


“Taco Tuesday, amigo. Ends in fifteen minutes.”


They threw their PPE in the appropriate bins and went outside.
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