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Spokane, WA  – I have had no personal experience with marijuana, or other previously illegal drugs, or any illegal drugs.   I do not state this because I am about to announce my candidacy for public office, but simply as a statement of fact.  This non-use was mostly due to the accident of birth.  I was born and raised in Kentucky during an era when most of us teens had never heard of marijuana, much less used it.  My only knowledge of illegal drugs was hearing my mother, a registered nurse, occasionally speak with obvious disdain about heroin junkies who had been admitted to her ward due to an overdose.   
The drug of choice in our neck of the woods was alcohol, and its use was rampant.  The dangers of booze hit close to home for me when my Uncle Jim, habitually labeled as “a mean drunk,” murdered my Aunt Beulah, with a blast from a shotgun in the front seat of his pickup truck.  He was totally inebriated at the time.  His attorney, a crook named Charley Lester, was able to use Jim’s condition as “an extenuating circumstance” to get him off on a manslaughter conviction resulting in nine months in prison.  For his work, Lester got Jim’s two dump trucks.   Such was Kentucky justice at the time.
Unfortunately, this terrible incident did not deter me from abusing alcohol as a binge drinker over the next three decades.  It is not a phase of my life of which I am proud.  In fact, on several occasions I nearly killed myself and others while driving under the influence. I now look back in shame at those reckless and irresponsible actions.  However, during the past 35 years I have never been drunk, or even close.  I still have an occasional beer perhaps three times a week, and a glass of wine, even less frequently.
It is with this background that I arrived here in eastern Washington to observe the now-legal (in this state and a few others) marijuana business.  There are several stores  throughout the city and local region into which anyone of legal age (21) can enter to purchase a wide variety of cannabis products.    A friend of mine leases a building to one such entrepreneur, who invited us to stop by to view his operation.  The name of the store is, appropriately, Mary Jane.  While driving around Spokane I noticed many billboards advertising such stores.  All had similarly clever names associated with drug use.
Not knowing what to expect inside the non-descript concrete block building with no windows and iron security bars over each door, I was pleasantly surprised by the clean, brightly-lit interior.  It was around noon and there were three customers and three clerks.  The one female clerk was fashionably dressed and was spending considerable time discussing the pro’s and con’s of various products which had interested the customer.  This fellow might have well been asking a sommelier for an evaluation of each type of wine.   From what I overheard in this conversation, the sales lady spoke with authority based apparently on her own personal use.  She rhapsodized about the unique benefits of each of the many brands of marijuana buds under consideration.  
I struck up a conversation with one of the two male clerks, a very pleasant young man named Kyle. When I expressed interest in a lotion to relieve muscle pain in my back, he enthusiastically told me that my first choice (and least expensive at $25) was “probably not the way you want to go.”  He grabbed a different jar off the shelf while assuring me, “This one works real good, and it doesn’t get too ‘liquidy’ when it’s hot outside.   I use it a lot, and it’s got a good minty smell.”  I told Kyle that I might consider buying his recommended product ($35), but that I was flying later in the day and did not want to have airport drug dogs all over me.  Almost instantly, the other clerk, a bearded, slightly older fellow named Tony, interrupted, “Not to worry. Those fuckin’ dogs only go after explosives.”  I thanked Tony for the input, but insisted that I was not about to gamble jail time on how refined the dog’s sense of smell might be.
Each of the marijuana products were neatly displayed in jars, tubes or zip lock bags, each with bar codes and expiration dates.  It certainly appeared that customers were being given a relatively good feel for what they were purchasing (as opposed to buying on the street) and that the operation was being run professionally.  Payment is only in cash, because federal laws continue to regard marijuana products as illegal drugs.  Banks and credit card companies do not wish to run the risk of prosecution for aiding criminal activity.  The cash-only nature of the business provides a very tempting target for robbery, forcing owners of these stores to install considerable security measures.  In fact, this store had been robbed recently by a grab and run fellow who has not been apprehended.   On the way out of Mary Jane I picked up a free copy of “dope Magazine” - a slick monthly of over 100 pages advertising every conceivable (to me) cannabis product or growing materials.
The societal impact of legal marijuana here in Washington has not yet been officially evaluated.  What I did see on the streets of Spokane was a number of young people who appeared to be homeless and suffering from drugs.  I do not know if stores such as Mary Jane are responsible.  These youngsters, if under 21, are not allowed to purchase cannabis products legally.  Back in Kentucky none of us teens could buy beer or booze, but those laws were never an impediment....trust me on this.  I hope that my concerns are unfounded, but I doubt it.  The state of Washington may be gambling the welfare of its future citizens on the increased tax revenue generated by stores such as Mary Jane.   I left Spokane with an uneasy feeling, and it was not the muscle pain in my back.
I thought you might like to know.
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