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			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			
				Beth Stavola: Jersey Shore mother of six and former Wall Street executive who ventures to Arizona to strike it rich in medical marijuana

				Ted Chung: Wharton alum and business partner of rap icon Snoop Dogg who spearheads Snoop’s cannabis investment strategy

				Jeff Danzer: Former fashion marketing executive and home cook who ditches his day job to become a cannabis chef and inventor

				Dr. Raphael Mechoulam: Nobel Prize–nominated Israeli biochemist who identified the molecular structure of THC and CBD along with other groundbreaking discoveries that paved the way for modern therapeutic cannabinoid research

				Bruce Linton: Founder and former CEO of Canopy Growth, the first publicly traded pot company in the world (NYSE: CGC; TSX: WEED), initially named Tweed Marijuana, Inc.

				Chuck Rifici: Founding CEO of Tweed, charged with building a massive growing operation for one of the first licensed marijuana producers in Canada

				Wanda James: First African American entrepreneur in the United States to own a marijuana business license and a prominent voice for racial justice in cannabis

				Mel McDonald: Former U.S. Attorney appointed by President Ronald Reagan, fifth-generation Mormon, elder in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), and unexpected supporter of legalizing medical marijuana

				Tiffany Chin: Wharton grad, protégé of Ted Chung, and cofounder of Leafs By Snoop

				Don Tucker: Former federal narcotics agent, twenty-five-year veteran of the U.S. Secret Service, and Beth’s hired security consultant in Arizona

				Sylvia Danzer: Jeff’s mom, who raised him in an Orthodox Jewish home and inspires him to incorporate his heritage into his food

				The Honorable Michele Fiore: Las Vegas mayor pro tem and former assemblywoman representing Clark County who cast the lone Republican vote in the Nevada legislature for medical marijuana legalization in 2013 

				Big Nanny: Kathie Beggans, Beth’s mom and confidante

				Julie Winter: Beth’s youngest sister and chief operating officer of CBD For Life, one of the first CBD beauty and wellness brands in the United States

				Jared Danzer: Jeff’s middle son and business partner, who helps Jeff market his cannabis innovations

			

		

	
		
		
			
			LEGALIZATION TIMELINE

			
				August 1937: Congress passes the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 and lays foundation for pot prohibition in the United States

				October 1970: President Richard Nixon signs the Controlled Substances Act, designating cannabis Schedule I: a drug with a high potential for abuse and no accepted medical use

				June 1971: Nixon declares drugs “public enemy number one” and formally launches the nation’s “War on Drugs,” spurring an upward trend of arrest and incarceration of black and brown citizens for low-level drug offenses

				September 1986: First Lady Nancy Reagan unveils national “Just Say No” campaign

				October 1986: President Ronald Reagan signs the Anti–Drug Abuse Act, establishing mandatory minimum sentences for specific drug offenses

				September 1994: President Bill Clinton signs the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (aka “the Crime Bill”), contributing to the disproportionate incarceration of African Americans and Latinos for marijuana possession

				November 1996: Led by AIDS activists and gay rights advocates, California becomes first state in the nation to permit medical marijuana use

				November 2012: Colorado and Washington voters amend state constitutions to legalize recreational marijuana and to regulate and tax it like alcohol

				August 2013: The U.S. Department of Justice issues the Cole Memo, which guides federal prosecutors to deprioritize cannabis businesses operating legally under state law and to instead focus on drug cartels

				December 2013: Uruguay becomes the first country in the world to legalize cannabis

				January 2014: First recreational sales of marijuana begin in Colorado (Washington begins in July)

				November 2016: California, Nevada, Massachusetts, and Maine voters approve recreational marijuana legalization

				January 2018: California begins recreational sales, ushering in largest market in the world amid uncertainty about licensing, distribution, and competition from illicit market

				February 2018: Cannabis swag bags gifted to celebs backstage at Academy Awards

				June 2018: Canopy Growth lists on the New York Stock Exchange, the first “plant-touching” company to trade on that exchange

				October 2018: Canada becomes first G7 nation to lift pot prohibition

				November 2018: Massachusetts, first East Coast state to allow recreational use, begins sales to people twenty-one and over

				November 2018: Michigan voters approve recreational sales of cannabis

				December 2018: Farm Bill removes hemp from the Controlled Substances Act, opening door for interstate CBD commerce

				December 2018: West Hollywood awards first licenses for pot lounges

				May 2019: CVS, Bed Bath & Beyond, and Walgreens begin carrying hemp-derived CBD products

				June 2019: Illinois becomes the first state to legalize the sale of recreational marijuana through its legislature and introduces major social justice initiatives

				August 2019: Federal health officials and local health departments begin investigating nationwide outbreak of lung injuries from vaping

				October 2019: Gallup poll finds 66 percent of Americans approve of legalization, the highest approval rating since pollsters began tracking the issue, a 30 percentage point increase between 2005 and 2018

			

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			IT WAS A day that called for big, bold designer shades. The California sun warmed a throng of fresh-faced millennials in expensive athleisure ensembles as they waited in line to devour the latest advice on living their best lives—all carefully curated by their slender blond guru, the embodiment of all human aspirations: Gwyneth Paltrow. As the summer kicked off in June 2018, more than six hundred attendees had shelled out a minimum of $650 per ticket for the privilege of basking in the star’s glistening essence at this wellness retreat in a sleek Los Angeles venue. In its third installment, the sprawling event featured a carnival of keynotes and classes aimed at devotees of the Oscar winner’s digital media and e-commerce empire, the mecca of quirky health and wellness advice, goop. In the spotlight this year—along with B12 shots, mushroom coffee, and tantric sex tips—was the most popular federally illegal substance in America: marijuana.

			It was at the “In goop Health” summit, where “G.P.,” who has been known to smoke a little weed from time to time, announced to her fans that she was dipping a baby toe into the biz. Goop would curate a sampling of cannabis teas, bath bombs, vaporizers, and chocolates to be sold in a pot store like no other—the upscale retailer called MedMen, located on the trendy Abbot Kinney Boulevard in California’s Venice Beach. MedMen’s glossy candy-apple-red-themed chain of marijuana dispensaries in L.A., New York City, and Vegas were touted by the company as “the Apple Stores of pot” for the contemporary design of their retail spaces with sleek wood and glass display cases, plus a fleet of knowledgeable “budtenders” (sales associates) at the ready to advise curious customers. And because no exclusive event is complete without swag, G.P. highlighted the news by handing out red-and-white MedMen goodie bags to attendees of the “Future of Cannabis” panel hosted by her friend, the actress and former Boston Legal star Lake Bell.

			
			Bell was well versed in weed. Her tattoo artist husband, Scott Campbell, had founded the luxury marijuana accessory company Beboe. Which explained why, along with her tasteful rose-colored pantsuit and nude heels, the actress modeled a shiny gold Beboe vaporizer—encased in a $50,000 Daniela Villegas jewel-encrusted pendant adorned with opals and pearls—as she led a discussion with several marijuana entrepreneurs and scientists on the ins and outs of cannabis. The goal was to educate this eager crowd on the array of trendy marijuana remedies touted to ease anxiety, relieve pain, and even boost libido—and to provide a primer on the difference between THC, the cannabinoid that gets you high, and CBD, the one that doesn’t (but can be used to potentially reduce inflammation, muscle tightness, and nausea, among other ailments).

			The room buzzed with questions during the hour-long event. The audience learned about the effects of the most well-known subspecies of the plant—indica and sativa—from UCLA cannabis researcher Dr. Jeffrey Chen. A marketing exec from the California cannabis wellness company Papa & Barkley revealed new innovations, like a cannabis “lube”—a product growing in popularity (especially among senior citizens)—and CBD-infused tampons to soothe menstrual cramps. Really? With the demeanor of a big sister schooling her wide-eyed younger siblings on the ways of the world, Bell concluded with a coy admission to the audience. She’d been “high as a kite” the whole time. Giggles ensued.

			While you might expect that such a gathering would attract the stereotypical marijuana enthusiasts—stoners, burnouts, hippies, and deadbeats in tie-dye—that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Instead, the room hosted a crowd of “Whole Foods shoppers and Equinox members,” observed the cofounder of Lord Jones, a premium California brand of gourmet “edible” confections and infused skin lotions. These were curious, discerning consumers dedicated to a health-conscious lifestyle, with money to spend. These were women who might have ended the day with a glass of Chardonnay but craved an alternative, something that wouldn’t leave them sluggish or add inches to their waistline.

			
			And they were more curious than ever, now that pot was legal for medical purposes in thirty states, nine of them allowing recreational use for adults over twenty-one years old. By the summer of 2018, one in five Americans lived in a state where she or he could legally purchase marijuana—most located up and down the West Coast and in a few pockets on the eastern seaboard, with more states in the middle of the country considering legalization than ever before. Yet federal drug laws on pot remained stuck in 1970, when the Nixon administration and Congress assigned the plant to the most dangerous designation of the Controlled Substances Act, Schedule I, kicking off decades of aggressive law enforcement that filled up prisons with minor pot offenders, disproportionately people of color. But with the rapid acceptance of medical marijuana over the last decade, and the billions of dollars to be made from legal sale of the drug, activists and industry insiders optimistically predict that America’s pot prohibition could fall away as soon as 2022, when either all fifty states will address it locally or Congress will act to reform federal drug laws. In the meantime, in towns and cities across the nation where weed is permitted and a lawful way to make a living, it has become a booming business that took in more than $12 billion in 2019 alone.

			This wasn’t just a West Coast thing. Across the country, in a leafy waterside enclave just outside New York City, a roomful of affluent middle-aged moms bubbled with queries, opinions, and personal stories about pot. It all started when one woman, an interior designer, confided that the roller-coaster ride of mood swings she had been experiencing thanks to the stress of raising three teenage daughters and juggling a full-time job was frustrating the heck out of her family. Another chimed in that she hadn’t been sleeping much but was nervous about trying Ambien. Someone else complained that PMS and back pain were driving her crazy every month. That’s when their friend, a physician with a holistic approach, gingerly mentioned a potential remedy: tinctures made from CBD. There was a pause, followed by some sheepish grins. Suddenly, the tastefully appointed den exploded with even more chatter than before. Everyone began to open up. They were all canna-curious.

			
			Why not? Marijuana was making headlines right in their own backyard. Cynthia Nixon, otherwise known as the ambitious attorney Miranda Hobbes on HBO’s Sex and the City—the show that practically defined these women’s twenties—was now running in the Democratic primary race for governor of New York on an unapologetically pro-pot platform. Legalizing marijuana for adult use, she argued, was a social imperative to address the injustices wrought on black and brown New Yorkers arrested for low-level marijuana offenses at strikingly higher rates than whites were. This argument was so persuasive (or politically expedient, or both) that she successfully pressured her opponent in the primary, Governor Andrew Cuomo, to reverse his public stand against the drug.

			Racial justice wasn’t the only hot-button social issue to enter the discussion. By June 2018, as the opioid crisis ravaged the nation, even the New York State Department of Health had endorsed marijuana as an alternative to highly addictive prescription painkillers, and its commissioner had publicly thrown his support behind expanding the legal market. With Cuomo’s new about-face and health policymakers’ stamp of approval, Albany observers speculated it was only a matter of time before the Empire State would follow the lead of Colorado and California, where pot was supplanting alcohol as the new (legal) feel-good indulgence of choice.

			
			In the months and years ahead, the governor (who went on to win a third term) and state lawmakers would find it wasn’t so easy to come to a consensus on commercializing recreational cannabis, especially when it came to ensuring communities of color weren’t left out of the potential fortunes to be made. In his 2020 State of the State address, the governor vowed once again to make adult-use marijuana a priority as elected officials in surrounding states New Jersey, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania also considered how to tap into the industry. They had watched as Massachusetts, which opened up over-21 sales in November 2018, now had lines around the block at some of its new lawful pot shops made up of out-of-towners who drove a few hours over the border to buy newfangled pot products.

			The developments in progressive New York and up and down the East Coast coincided with a similar shift in some of Middle America’s most conservative strongholds. Thanks to support from farmers who suddenly saw the benefits of “going green,” and military veterans who saw pot as a promising alternative to psychotropic drugs and opioids as a way to manage residual pain from war injuries and PTSD, Oklahoma, one of the reddest states in the nation, had passed a ballot initiative to legalize medical marijuana with 57 percent of the vote—and even included a liberal provision that allows doctors to prescribe pot for any condition they see fit. Opposition groups reportedly outspent Oklahomans in support of SQ 788 by six to one. But the pro-pot campaign highlighted the kinds of stories money can’t buy—stories of patients like U.S. Navy veteran Cody Barlow, who was prescribed nine thousand pills per year by his doctors at the V.A. for pain, PTSD, and depression, and instead found relief in medical marijuana.

			The pace of change was positively head-spinning. When the fictional pot-dealing mom Nancy Botwin went legit and sold her legal marijuana cafés to Starbucks in the 2012 finale of the series Weeds on Showtime, it had seemed like a plot twist only Hollywood could cook up. Now there were real-life pot lounges, inviting shops in high-rent neighborhoods, and even big-box superstores complete with coupons and “buy one, get one free” promotions on the horizon. O, The Oprah Magazine was highlighting a tea party where the guests wore fancy hats and prim white gloves as they got high on THC-infused teas, while senior citizens were being bused from nursing homes and retirement communities to stores where they could peruse new cannabis-infused remedies to ease arthritis and insomnia.

			
			Meanwhile, a whole new class of celebrity was getting in on the game. Godfather director turned winemaker Francis Ford Coppola announced he was now jumping into the weed business, and The View talk-show host Whoopi Goldberg was already teaming up with a California grower on a new brand of pot-derived period pain remedies. And to boot, Martha Stewart, arbiter of good taste and fine living, was now yucking it up with the ultimate O.G. stoner, Snoop Dogg, on prime-time TV in a marijuana “Munchie Snackdown.”

			All this as the investor class was listening to CNBC’s Jim Cramer declare legal marijuana “the most disruptive force since Amazon” for sectors like beverages and Big Pharma. In 2018, Canada became the first industrialized nation in the world to legalize weed across its provinces. Pot companies were trading on the New York Stock Exchange and the NASDAQ, and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration had just approved the very first cannabis-derived drug, Epidiolex, to treat a rare childhood seizure disorder.

			As a result, hundreds of millions of dollars in local tax revenue generated from sales of cannabis were going to schools and roads, creating thousands of jobs that were putting people back to work. Which is part of the reason why even one of the most ardent pot opponents, former Speaker of the House John Boehner, a Republican, stunningly reversed course. He joined the board of one of the largest U.S. cannabis-growing conglomerates, Acreage Holdings. If that wasn’t enough of a one-eighty, the former Ohio congressman helped found a new K Street lobbying firm to push federal pot reform on the Hill. Plus, he was headlining a series of digital infomercials urging average Americans to invest in cannabis or risk losing their “once in a lifetime shot” at getting a piece of the “Green Gold Rush.”

			
			For most of the women who gathered in the suburban New York living room that afternoon, myself included, these new developments felt surreal. After all, we had come of age in the 1980s. We were the “Just Say No” generation. We all remembered the after-school PSA that warned us our brains would fry like eggs if we dared try drugs. Marijuana was something “other people” did. We may have experimented briefly in college. But now, as professionally accomplished suburban “supermoms,” smoking weed conjured images of red-eyed truants devoid of ambition, scary drug dealers on seedy corners, or lazy couch potatoes wolfing down Taco Bell at midnight in their parents’ basements.

			What’s more, as mothers of teens and tweens, cannabis was one of the many temptations we wanted our own children and their developing brains to avoid. We went to school meetings that warned us about the risks of edibles and vaping (and this was a full year before the fatal vaping crisis would send a chill across the weed industry and reignite parental concerns). We worried about our kids using marijuana behind our backs, or, God forbid, getting behind the wheel of a car while intoxicated—especially now that kids had new ways of consuming marijuana that were virtually undetectable, leaving behind no telltale smell, no trail of smoke, not even the incriminating “roach.” On top of this, there were several women in the group who had been personally touched by drug addiction in their own families, and clung to the long-held warning and fear that marijuana was a “gateway drug.”

			And yet, the idea that it might be “okay”—socially acceptable, even—for mature adults to partake in something once so strictly forbidden was frankly mind-blowing…and deliciously intriguing at the same time. It was truly an Alice in Wonderland moment. And all of these developments prompted questions about whether the hype was real. Was lighting up really becoming as respectable as sipping a glass of wine? Would marijuana turn out to be the cash cow the industry portrayed it to be? Did the plant really possess the myriad of therapeutic benefits the glib marketers promised, even though clinical research was still emerging? Which of these products were safe for adults to consume, and in what quantities? How about the impact on kids? Or the risks of drug-impaired drivers on the roads? But for me, a veteran journalist and former ABC News correspondent, the most compelling question of the day was: How did we get here? How did marijuana manage to somehow shed its stigma, seemingly overnight?

			
			The search for answers sparked the idea for this book—and the once-in-a-lifetime chance to ride along with a handful of ambitious entrepreneurs chasing their cannabis dreams. When I started reporting this book in the summer of 2017, the signs were everywhere that the taboo around pot was receding across age, race, and income levels in cities, suburbs, and rural areas nationwide. And it was happening fast, thanks to an unprecedented intersection of political, demographic, economic, and cultural forces driving marijuana into the mainstream.

			Amazingly, at a time when the United States has never been more polarized politically, legalizing pot has become something both red and blue states can agree on. The potential riches to be made attracted a disparate group of fearless prospectors—people who were willing to risk it all while braving a rapidly evolving regulatory landscape in each state, even as pot remained illegal in the eyes of the Feds. These were people who could lose it all in an instant. And it’s through their stories that we can begin to understand just how we arrived at this striking cultural and historical moment, what might be next, and what it all means for our communities, our families, and our society.

			In the pages ahead, you will meet Beth Stavola, the blond, glittering Jersey Shore mom and former Wall Street executive with a ferocious drive to win, who tells her story of how she went out West to the land of El Chapo, battling unsavory characters in the illicit trade to compete against them by building a legal marijuana empire. You will go on the road with Ted Chung, the wiz behind one of the most famous rappers on the planet, Snoop Dogg, and find out firsthand how the two parlayed the entertainer’s pot-smoking image into mainstream branded products and businesses. You will venture to Canada to meet the man known as “the Willy Wonka of Weed,” who had big dreams of inventing an alcohol-free, calorie- and hangover-free cannabis drink of the future and along the way grew his company into the biggest pot producer in the world. And you will peek inside the kitchen of cannabis savant Jeff Danzer, the lovable gay dad of three, whose homespun culinary talents earned him comparisons to Julia Child and landed him a shot at opening a high-profile weed-themed restaurant like none other.

			
			Of course, there would be choppy waters ahead. Volatile pot stocks would take a beating. The wily old-world drug dealers wouldn’t be wiped out as promised. Efforts to pass banking reform on Capitol Hill that would free up capital for cash-strapped U.S. businesses would stall, along with hopes that New York and New Jersey would green-light their own Green Rush. Companies like MedMen, the one Gwyneth briefly curated products for, would lay off hundreds of employees, scuttle plans to open new stores, and teeter on the brink of insolvency as its brash CEO stepped down. The FDA would sound alarms about the overnight explosion of CBD and the safety of products on the market. And a slew of tragic deaths and injuries from THC vaporizers would unhinge both parents and prohibitionists alike. It would happen in the blink of an eye.

			And yet, despite the headwinds, industry analysts predicted that legal cannabis could become a $28 billion business by 2023—rivaling healthcare, banking, and IT and spawning legions of modern-day prospectors determined to have their shot at building a fortune, and maybe even a legacy.
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			BETH STAVOLA WASN’T wearing a stitch of clothing. Clad in just her sparkly diamond studs and sleek black Bluetooth headset, she stretched out unselfconsciously on a cushioned massage table. As the afternoon sun streamed into her bay windowed boudoir overlooking the icy Navesink River, a few bucolic miles north of the Jersey Shore, Beth’s “body fixer,” Kathleen, discreetly released tension from her back.

			While the therapist’s hands expertly kneaded her client’s aching muscles, the platinum blond business mogul propped herself up on both elbows. In her left hand she clutched two iPhones, leaving a free hand with which to occasionally slip her chunky black reading glasses onto the end of her nose as she quickly scrolled through text messages and returned an urgent call to a partner in Las Vegas. Time is money for any high-powered executive, but for one of America’s most preeminent pot dealers, time moved at warp speed.

			On this brutally cold winter day, two weeks before Christmas 2018, the multimillionaire named by High Times as one of the most influential “Women of Weed” was preoccupied with a big story playing out two thousand miles away. Beth and her tight-knit Jersey-based circle of analysts and marketers had just received an email telling them they had scored highly coveted licenses to open up four new retail marijuana shops in and around Las Vegas. This was a win that would expand her empire even deeper into Sin City, where anyone over twenty-one could now buy pot just by flashing an ID. With forty-two million fun-seeking tourists descending upon the desert city every year, this opportunity had Beth and her partners seeing green.

			
			Beth’s holdings in Nevada already included GreenMart, a high-tech facility in North Las Vegas the size of an airplane hangar, where a team of self-taught organic chemists in sterile jumpsuits, white lab coats, and surgical masks employed a proprietary method to carefully strip potent compounds from the genetically engineered crop of marijuana plants grown and hand-trimmed on-site. Using highly combustible gases and shiny pressurized gadgets worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, the technicians worked around the clock to delicately extract the molecules containing marijuana’s chemicals in their purest form, and refined them into valuable oil. Those beakers of viscous amber liquid that lined the lab would ultimately fill cartridges for vaping or oral gelcaps; or, in the gentle hands of a professional pastry chef, the concentrates would be mixed into an array of gaming-themed edibles like dark, milk, and white chocolates molded into the shape of dice.

			The news about the licenses hadn’t yet leaked to the press. Nevada wouldn’t disclose the names of the winners until the following week, when those who had lost out on the opportunity to get in the cannabis market were sure to be miffed. In the old days, encroaching on a rival’s turf was an act of war that might end with a barrage of gunshots, a body tossed in a ditch in the dark of night, or some other gruesome consequence. But in the new landscape of lawful marijuana, an army of corporate attorneys on speed dial had supplanted the gang of sicarios available 24/7 to do the crime boss’s bidding. And from what Beth and longtime lieutenant Tenisha Victor understood from their intel coming out of Vegas that afternoon, everyone seemed to be lawyering up.

			“This is how things go. Every single state is a lawsuit. The losers just sue,” explained Beth matter-of-factly when she hung up, her bare body draped by a sheet as Kathleen’s hands continued to work their magic. Her legal fight ahead in Nevada typified the intensifying land grab happening across the country, as new states and cities opened up legal sales of the drug. Even as marijuana remained not only prohibited by the federal government, but actually classified at the top of the Drug Enforcement Administration’s outlawed controlled substance list—along with heroin and cocaine—by the end of 2018, thirty-three states plus the District of Columbia had voted to legalize some sale of the cannabis plant. And ten of those states permitted marijuana sales for recreational use among adults over twenty-one, just like alcohol.

			
			It was a whole new world. Marijuana businesses were now run by white-collar professionals who recruited new hires on LinkedIn, collected sophisticated customer acquisition data, and ran focus groups like any other consumer product company hawking toothpaste or energy drinks. More than thirty years after Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” crusade demonized marijuana, and the zealous enforcement of tough drug laws jailed hundreds of thousands of low-income black and brown offenders, high-end pot was now being sold out in the open like a fine aged Scotch or a fancy anti-wrinkle serum—not on street corners or in dark alleys, but inside gleaming new storefronts called “dispensaries” and staffed by smiling sales associates with name tags.

			Instead of clandestine handoffs in ziplock dime bags, newfangled legal cannabis products—both intoxicating and not—were proudly stocked under bright department store lighting with polished hardwood floors and eye-catching displays, or featured on inviting websites ready for delivery or pickup in every variety a cannabis connoisseur could dream up: Listerine-style breath strips, dark-chocolate-covered blueberries, gourmet fruit gelées, fizzy bath bombs, lemony tinctures, erotic oils, potent waxes, stick-on skin patches, carbonated beer-like beverages, sparkling wines, herbal teas, and even suppositories. There were hundreds of choices to consider. All of the pricey products were artfully wrapped in shiny cellophane, pretty glass jars, sleek pouches and boxes, and featured an extensive lab-tested ingredient list, dosing advice, and sturdy childproof packaging. It was an extreme makeover. Weed was now marketed to an expanding audience of canna-curious customers, ranging from graying grandmas to weekend warriors to Chardonnay moms.

			
			The American public had turned a corner and was increasingly embracing marijuana as an upstanding alternative to prescription pills, used to manage everything from chronic pain to chemotherapy side effects to seizure disorders in children to Parkinson’s tremors to post-traumatic stress disorder. According to Gallup, 66 percent of Americans favored legalization, including more than half of Republicans polled. “The devil’s lettuce” was quickly being rebranded as a magical elixir to bring about wellness to a wide cross section of consumers. Increasingly, the “high” was beside the point as savvy marketers seized on cannabidiol, also known as CBD, a compound that doesn’t induce a buzz but was promoted as a treatment for stress, insomnia, and pain.

			This was an era that someone like the drug lord El Chapo could probably never have imagined. Who ever would have predicted that the man the DEA called the “godfather of the drug world”—who once carried a monogrammed diamond-encrusted pistol, rode in an armored car, and whose death squad had taken hundreds of innocent lives—would someday be competing for market share with the likes of former Wall Street executive and mother of six Beth Stavola? And yet, when legalized marijuana quickly began to cut into the cartel’s profits by 2014, he and his Sinaloa cartel were reportedly forced to shift the game away from pot to trafficking in even more heroin and methamphetamine, in an effort to maximize gains off America’s deadly addiction to opioids.

			Now, just a forty-minute high-speed ferry ride away from Beth’s home office, the $14 billion don brooded in a high-security jail cell. Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán Loera was a prisoner awaiting trial in Manhattan’s Metropolitan Correctional Center. The notorious kingpin, who had escaped maximum security prisons in Mexico not once but twice, using an elaborate network of underground tunnels—the same method he used to smuggle billions of dollars of illegal drugs over the border—was finally taken down when the DEA recruited his head of IT to secretly install spyware on his mistress’s BlackBerry. If El Chapo typified the bloody ruthlessness of the sinister drug underworld, Beth Stavola personified the professionalism of the modern-day marijuana honcho operating strictly by the book and, increasingly, in the public eye.

			
			Beth is the first to admit that she knew nothing about weed when she and her husband first decided to invest a million dollars in Arizona’s fledgling medical marijuana market in late 2012. Back then, most of the big players in this newly legitimate market saw her as just some rich lady from back East with too much time and cash on her hands. The naysayers had no idea whom they were dealing with. Perhaps they couldn’t see past her Chanel handbags, décolletage, and carefully coiffed hair—or the fact that she had six children at home. But what they didn’t know was that Beth made a name for herself on Wall Street during the go-go ’90s as one of the few women to hold her own in the notoriously alpha male world of high finance. Armed with the grit she developed early as a kid growing up in Jersey City in the 1970s, she rose quickly through the ranks of the investment bank Jefferies and Company to become a senior equities sales VP, covering some of the biggest fish, including Alliance Capital, OppenheimerFunds, and SAC Capital. It was a rough-and-tumble “eat what you kill” culture, mainly due to the fact that the sales team at Jefferies worked 100 percent on commission, as opposed to a more civilized salary and bonus structure.

			On the other hand, the fact that her compensation was based entirely on the spoils of war from the month prior was essentially a form of “forced pay equality,” as she called it, meaning that anywhere else on the Street at that time, she’d probably have had zero chance of earning as much as her male peers. But at Jefferies, if she closed a deal, the commission was all hers on the fifteenth of the month. And she needed that paycheck, especially after she divorced her first husband and became the sole provider for her two little kids at home, and was ordered to pay him alimony. Looking back, it’s easy to see how Jefferies was like a training ground for her future foray into the largely male-dominated world of legal weed; the hypercompetitive culture only thickened her skin, cemented her resolve, and schooled her in the careful art of building strategic alliances with her adversaries.

			
			Moreover, in the days before #MeToo, when testosterone-fueled Wall Street firms tolerated frat-house antics, she learned to prove she could pal around like one of the guys while still managing to firmly tell a supervisor to take his hand off her ass. During those Wolf of Wall Street days, she endured working in places so rowdy and full of machismo that when one firm closed a deal with Taser, the maker of the eponymous self-defense device, a portfolio manager thought it would be funny to hold a contest in which two coworkers would be paid $10,000 to be tased in front of their peers “to see what would happen.” When a hulking analyst and a petite secretary took the dare, Beth just shrugged her shoulder pads and smirked at the spectacle.

			Now, in her expansive home office—one flight above the tastefully decorated sitting room where she was receiving the first of her twice-weekly massage treatments—hung a framed black-and-white poster (given to her as a gift) that crystallized her approach to business and life:

			
				Be a fucking wolf. Be a fucking lion. Take no shit. Set goals, smash them. Eat people’s faces off. Be a better person. Show people who the fuck you are. Never apologize for being awesome. Stay the mother fucking course.

			

			And she had stayed the course, despite all of the risks and uncertainties involved in starting a business still deemed illegal by the federal government. Since the dawn of the commercialized pot industry in America, when Colorado and Washington voters legitimized the marijuana trade by ushering in recreational programs in November 2012, the intrepid entrepreneur had skillfully charmed politicians, local police chiefs, and even the most ardently opposed community leaders to help expand her ventures from Arizona to Nevada to California to Maryland to Massachusetts and, most recently, to her home state of New Jersey, evolving her business into what is known in industry-speak as an “MSO,” or multistate operator. As more states opened the door for over-21 use, Beth’s well-oiled on-the-ground operations, artfully cultivated relationships, and wolf-like ambition positioned her to cash in on fresh markets.

			
			Yet she would often say she felt like she had a target on her back. The industry was only growing more competitive, and it was clear that to succeed in this rapidly evolving legal landscape required two things. One, an unwavering commitment to following the rules as assiduously as possible (even though they were just being invented and constantly revised), and two, quick access to an infinite amount of cash. Millions at the ready. You needed it to secure real estate where you could set up shop (even before you got the green light to open); to hire the right lobbyists, fixers, and license application writers; for political campaign contributions; and of course, for the endless number of palms to grease along the entire supply chain. When people learned you were in the marijuana business, there was always a premium to pay. Couple that with the fact that the Feds still had the power to shut down your credit cards and bank accounts at any time—a headache Beth had experienced firsthand when the account containing all of the gifts from her youngest daughter’s First Communion was frozen. On top of all those hurdles, with pot still being federally illegal, you couldn’t get a bank loan to start a business; and thanks to Section 280E in the tax code, the IRS didn’t allow you to write off most expenses on your tax returns.

			And, of course, there was the thriving illegal market to contend with; the drug dealers and self-proclaimed “master growers” who weren’t slinking back into the shadows any time soon and who all wanted a piece of the action, too. It was hard to know who were the good guys and who were the bad guys. Everyone was taking a cut.

			
			With all these hidden “startup costs,” it was no wonder the only people who could take advantage of the early opportunities were largely those with deep pockets of their own. By the close of 2018, most of the people running the largest multistate “plant-touching” operations were wealthy white men—with Ivy League degrees, Wall Street pedigrees, and country-club connections to an elite network of private investors—who could both finance these speculative ventures while offering warm introductions to the local officials whose blessings you needed to smooth the way.

			Beth and her scrappy team broke this mold. Operating on the sunny third floor of her striking 20,000-square-foot waterside mansion in Red Bank, they secretly looked forward to 3:00 P.M., when, like clockwork, three of Beth’s five daughters would shuffle in from school. Nearly buckling under the weight of their backpacks, thirteen-year-old twins Ava and Julie, and the baby of the family, eleven-year-old Elle, would be greeted by hugs and high-protein snacks set out by their kindly Indonesian housekeeper, Annie, smiling in her scarlet lipstick. Annie always laid out a generous spread of grilled chicken strips, cheese cubes, and sliced hard-boiled eggs for the girls—and for Beth’s staffers, who often meandered downstairs for a midafternoon break. It felt like family. And for good reason. Two of Beth’s first employees in the cannabis venture had once been live-in nannies for the Stavolas and cared for her children since they were tiny. So why wouldn’t everyone linger at the ample kitchen island for a bit before Elle was whisked off to a riding lesson with Diamond, the new pony she’d recently received for her birthday, while the twins rushed off to algebra tutoring?

			Down the hall from the kitchen, her husband, Jack, ran Stavola Companies, a massive collection of enterprises that dated back to when his grandfather Joseph arrived on Ellis Island from Naples, Italy, to seek his fortune in 1904. Joseph Stavola would have done anything to make a dollar. He hauled trash seven days a week to put food on the table for his wife, Carmela, and their eight children, and, through sweat and sheer will, turned it into a lucrative business. By 1948, his son Frank, Jack’s dad, founded what would grow into the empire Jack oversaw today. Seventy years later, the family business, which Jack managed with his partners, included garbage collection, recycling, gravel mining, asphalt plants, road construction, contracting, and shopping malls spanning the Garden State.

			
			Jack had designed and built this dream home himself, with its white marble columns, sweeping walnut staircases, two-story windows, full spa, and infinity swimming pool. It was an opulent setting worthy of a backdrop on Bravo TV’s Real Housewives. Beth, who friends said was occasionally mistaken for the movie star Cameron Diaz (and even asked to sign autographs on the street from time to time), had in fact been approached to appear on the New Jersey installment of the popular reality show, but she turned it down to stay focused on her new career in cannabis.

			Despite their luxe lifestyle, Jack, fourteen years her senior, was still in many ways a traditional Italian husband—just like his grandfather. He was down-to-earth, hardworking, and fiercely loyal to his family. He was also intensely private and known affectionately around Beth’s office as “Mr. Hollywood” for his habit of rarely taking off his dark designer sunglasses. It was rare that you even heard his low voice. But Jack didn’t hesitate when asked to characterize his wife’s insatiable drive to win. He called her a pit bull.

			“She’s like a dog with a bone. She won’t let go,” he said. And then he added, with a kidding/not kidding hint of a smile, “Just don’t get her mad.”

			In truth, Jack’s somewhat old-school values were actually the reason Beth ended up in the marijuana business in the first place. It was a second marriage for them both. After the birth of their twin girls, the fourth and fifth of six in their blended family, Beth had gone back to work in the city. Up at dawn every morning to take the hydrofoil across the Hudson from Jersey, and often working late into the evening with clients, Beth’s marathon hours were becoming a sticking point in the marriage. She loved her work, and had a loyal staff of nannies and housekeepers to manage her life at home like clockwork. But, as Jack tells it, he wanted his wife “right here,” tapping his index finger to emphasize that he meant at his side. This arrangement wasn’t working for him. He wanted Beth home, and after several years of grumbling about her grueling schedule, he gave her an ultimatum. It was him or the job. They didn’t need the money. She had babies at home. Beth reluctantly gave in.

			
			During her first few months as a stay-at-home mom, she missed the office so much that she continued to dial in to the daily 7:00 A.M. conference call. She couldn’t let go.

			By the time she gave birth to their sixth child, she was hungry for a new challenge. So when a deal broker approached the Stavolas about a chance to invest in a risky yet exciting emerging industry, Beth couldn’t resist. She and Jack got on a plane to Arizona to meet with a potential new partner, and in a matter of weeks the deal was sealed and Beth had begun a new (if unconventional) chapter.

			

			—

			NOW IT WAS December 2018, and Christmas had come early for Beth this year. The Stavola home was decked out with a shopping-mall-sized lighted wreath, suspended from a balcony over the house’s columned front entrance, and shimmery pinecones dangled delicately from gold ribbons on crystal chandeliers in the spacious kitchen and dining room, accented by matching metallic centerpieces in ornate goblet-shaped vases on tables throughout the first floor. A perfectly trimmed Christmas tree stood in the marble entrance bedecked in gold and ivory. Professional decorators scurried around, unpacking seasonal accessories and moving the furniture in preparation for a holiday party Beth was hosting for the New Jersey Cannabis Industry Association (NJCIA) later that week. Beth and her younger sister, Julie Winter, were NJCIA trustees, and this event would attract some of the most influential lobbyists, lawmakers, and entrepreneurs involved in the efforts to make New Jersey the eleventh state to legalize recreational pot. (Illinois would beat Jersey to the punch in the summer of 2019.)

			
			The Stavola manse stood inside a gated compound just a stone’s throw from the private residence owned by New Jersey’s recently elected Democratic governor (and pot proponent), Phil Murphy, and his wife, Tammy. Things looked promising. The week after he was inaugurated eleven months earlier, Murphy was seen on camera smiling and handing Beth the official pen he had just used to sign an executive order expanding the state’s medical marijuana program, a move many believed would lay the groundwork for over-21 sales in short order. Legalizing marijuana had been a signature issue of his campaign, and Beth had been a generous donor. Tammy also happened to be a friend of Beth’s, and the two still occasionally caught up over mani-pedis at a power salon nearby. Multitasking was how Beth got shit done.

			As she flipped over onto her stomach for the waning moments of her massage, Beth couldn’t stop thinking about how far the industry—and she—had come.

			Now, nearly seven years since Beth first staked her claim in weed, she had another megadeal on the horizon. If she pulled this one off, the year ahead would see her biggest windfall yet. If all went as planned, the opportunity would be worth more than half a billion dollars. Hard to believe it had all started with a chance conversation that led her to the high desert of Arizona and into the Wild West of weed.
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			LOOKING OUT FOR the very first time at the towering saguaros dotting the rocky mountainsides and the spectacular flamingo-pink sunset above, Beth Stavola felt the electric rush that often came with chasing down a new challenge. There was something about Arizona, with its otherworldly copper-hued boulders and spiny succulents, ancient tribal lands, and mystical New Age tourist attractions contrasted by the steeples of megachurches, gun-toting sheriffs, and firebrand family-values politicians. It was a place of stark contradictions where a maverick like Beth could feel right at home. She sensed the desert could be a new frontier for her, a chance to make a fresh start. The mom of six had been out of the rat race for a few years now, having left her high-powered Wall Street job to spend more time raising her family. Who knew what would happen once she tried to put her professional skills back to work? She was the kind of person who looked for signs. After all, the psychic she had consulted for years had predicted she would one day run a business bigger than her husband’s. Perhaps fate had brought the Jersey Shore to the Valley of the Sun.

			Even so, the business of marijuana was far from an obvious path. She wasn’t a pot smoker. Never had been. She recalled sampling it once or twice when she was in college in the late ’80s, and that she hadn’t liked the way it made her feel. Since then, she really hadn’t given marijuana a thought at all.

			
			That is, until she met Vince Diorio* at the bar of the Kierland Westin Resort and Spa in North Scottsdale, an oasis of turquoise swimming pools and emerald green fairways in the shadow of the McDowell Sonoran Preserve. She and her husband, Jack, had been introduced to their future business partner by a deal broker who’d brought them promising investment prospects in the past, and now—just a few days after they had first heard about this particular venture and decided they were curious enough to fly out West to learn more—here was Diorio making a very convincing pitch. In short, he was looking for backers to help finance the hefty startup costs of launching a “grow” and sales operation in Arizona’s newly legal medical marijuana program.

			Diorio explained that Arizona, the fifteenth state in the United States to legalize medical cannabis, was a potential bonanza. If neighboring Colorado, where pot had been permitted for medicinal use since 2000, was any indicator, they could be getting an early jump on an untapped market poised for explosive growth. The Rocky Mountain State had sold $199 million worth of medical marijuana to a consumer base of just 100,000 patients in 2012 alone. Now that Colorado voters had given the thumbs-up to legalize recreational sales, there were estimates Colorado’s cannabis industry could one day balloon to more than $2 billion in revenue per year.

			The thinking was that Arizona would follow a similar path in a matter of years. Although the state’s early attempts in 1996 and 1998 to end pot prohibition were repealed by conservative lawmakers, in 2010 voters finally passed Proposition 203, which allowed chronically or terminally ill patients to possess small amount of cannabis with a doctor’s approval. Hard-line opponents led by Republicans Attorney General Tom Horne and Governor Jan Brewer sued to block the program before it even got off the ground, alleging it conflicted with federal law. But by the time Beth and Jack met with Diorio, the courts had allowed medical marijuana to proceed.

			
			The pent-up demand for pot was evident among the tens of thousands of patients already clamoring for medical ID cards, and from April 2011 to June 2012 the number of patients registered had shot up by 82 percent to more than 40,000, according to Arizona’s health department. Though chronic pain was the top reason people sought relief from cannabis, there were thirteen other approved conditions, including cancer, AIDS, MS, and Crohn’s disease. The implications of these numbers were clear: the licenses Arizona had just awarded the previous summer to ninety-six entrepreneurs to open dispensaries were hot commodities. If Beth and Jack partnered with Diorio, he told them, they would get in on the ground floor.

			Cocksure Diorio touted himself as a seasoned serial entrepreneur and claimed to be one of the biggest weed growers in Colorado. At six-two and 250 pounds, he certainly commanded the Stavolas’ attention, as he promised them he had the contacts and the know-how to make this work. If they loaned the Arizona project a million dollars, he assured them, they would recoup their money in three to six months, and more cash would continue to flow in from the pot sales of a new dispensary that would open within a year.

			The following morning, Diorio took Beth and Jack on a road trip, venturing about two hours north of the sprawling subdivisions and strip malls, which over the last thirty years had pushed the border of Greater Phoenix into the open swaths of sand and stone once covered only by tumbleweed. They rode north on I-17 out of Phoenix, past the once picturesque foothills now overrun by tidy ranch homes and SUVs, where the elevation gradually climbs and the temperature dips, as the tans and browns of the desert give way to thickets of tall evergreens. Once in Yavapai County, they rolled through the ponderosa pines of the Prescott National Forest, eventually passing through a handful of old copper mining towns and cattle ranches and into the verdant Chino Valley. That’s where Diorio proudly showed them his field of dreams: two hundred acres for sale. With its unique climate and easy zoning restrictions, he claimed, Chino Valley would be the perfect spot to construct a 12,000-square-foot greenhouse in which to cultivate medical-grade marijuana. He introduced Beth and Jack to Don Giotto,* a colleague from Colorado, and his fiancée, who Diorio said would help operate the farm. On the surface, it was an impressive proposition
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