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Praise for Weed Empire


“Under Adam’s leadership, MedMen contributed more to MPP’s marijuana reform efforts than all other cannabis companies combined, driving change across America from New York to Nevada. In an industry crowded with wannabes and one-dimensional thinkers, Weed Empire is an in-depth look at how Adam simply outperformed other leaders, mastering investments, operations, and cannabis itself. His influence on legalization and the industry’s evolution remains unmatched.”


—Rob Kampia, Founder and former Executive Director (1995–2017), Marijuana Policy Project


“Weed Empire is a riveting narrative about the wild rise and dramatic fall of one of the cannabis industry’s most remarkable companies. Adam Bierman delivers an edge-of-your-seat narrative that reads like a high-stakes thriller, propelling you through every twist and turn as you wonder what could possibly happen next. With its cinematic pacing and unfiltered perspective, it is a must-read for anyone curious about the roller-coaster world of legal weed.”


—Shawn Gold, Founder, Pilgrim Soul Creative


“A must-read for all visionaries, entrepreneurs, and rule breakers. Adam isn’t just a brilliant innovator but a superb storyteller. The journey he takes you on is as audacious as it is entertaining, and this book will leave you inspired to build, break rules, and create change.”


—Dan Murray-Serter, Host, Secret Leaders podcast, and Cofounder, Heights


“I love Adam’s why and the way he tells his story. He speaks the truth and now that I know the whole journey, I admire even more everything he’s created and achieved.”


—Joe Grande, Broadcaster and Radio Personality


“In 2014, when I took on the campaign for medical cannabis in New York, I knew the challenge was as much about reshaping public perception as it was about changing policy. Part of this fight was to reframe how people thought about cannabis—a battle that would require fearless, bold leaders. When I met Adam Bierman, I knew he was one of them: instinctively bold, brash, maybe a little crazy, but exactly the type of gladiator this movement needed. Weed Empire captures the pivotal moves in this fight, including the historic ribbon cutting on 5th Avenue—a defining moment in cannabis history.”


—Diane Savino, former New York State Senator


“Fueling the explosive growth of the American cannabis industry, Adam Bierman broke new ground as a pioneer, securing capital and public market access where none had existed before. His vision and tenacity helped turn cannabis into a legitimate asset class.”


—David Subotic, Advisor and CEO, DAS Capital


“Adam Bierman’s harrowing tale of sacrifice, desperation, survival, and resilience humanizes the journey of a pioneer willing to die on his sword a million times to live his dream. Weed Empire gives readers insight into the tensions and trade-offs of a hopeful partner and family man as he navigates the complex and ruthless terrain of what it takes to build a unicorn in today’s start-up culture.”


—Emily Kwok, Material Artist


“Few have the privilege of witnessing history firsthand. I could have never imagined that I would live to see the day when marijuana is mainstream, but Adam Bierman did and built a billion-dollar business around it. MedMen’s demise holds lessons too, but its lasting impact—good, bad, and ugly, is undeniable. Weed Empire is a thrilling and intimate ride through a modern day Gold Rush, told by one of its earliest and most influential prospectors.”


—Daniel Yi, former Head of PR and Communications, MedMen


“Reading Adam’s early journey is like flipping on a light switch in an industry long shrouded in secrecy. Love it or hate it, his ‘Apple store’ dispensary model forever changed the cannabis landscape, and its effects are ever-present in places like my home state of Florida today. At a time when advocacy groups avoided the issue, MedMen stood with Harborside as cornerstones in the evolution of CannaMoms—the first federally approved nonprofit of its kind. Harborside and MedMen represent the yin and yang of US cannabis, each driven by a shared vision to bring the industry out of the shadows. Despite its meteoric rise, MedMen sank without Adam’s leadership, his story serving as both a cautionary tale and a testament to transformative vision.”


—Moriah Barnhart, Patient and Caregiver Advocate; Founding Partner and CEO, CannaMoms; and Cofounder and Executive Director; WISE Florida
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For Laura


To Laura, my life partner, my ride or die and rock of our family.
Thank you for supporting me through the craziness and helping me become
the man I am today. Love you to the moon.










Author’s Note



While I’ve made every effort to portray events and conversations accurately, my story reflects my perspective, which may differ from those of others. Some names and identifying details have been changed for privacy and security reasons, and some moments have been condensed (for clarity). It’s an honor to share my story with you, and I hope it inspires you to pursue your happiest tomorrow.










Foreword



This story is personal for me. I remember the night. I was in college and supposed to fly back home, but of all things, I missed my flight. But when I arrived the next day, I learned that my cousins and my uncle had been arrested for smoking weed. They were in his van, listening to eight-track music, and bam—the cops got them.


It could have been me. If I didn’t miss that flight, I would have been right there with them. They had the arrest on their records, had to live it, and a fight broke out in the family. I always thought it was unnecessary.


Since I started in politics, I’ve been open to the decriminalization of cannabis, to save other families from the kind of rupture mine went through. But let me tell you—it’s no easy task. How do you take something that’s been illegal, part of an underground economy, and turn it into a legitimate, regulated industry?


When I was president of the Los Angeles City Council in 2015, I first met Adam. He was a mover and a shaker, a guy that was the tip of the spear of that movement. He surged into my life like a lightning bolt—intense, deliberate, and impossible to ignore.


At first, I thought Adam was another young and cocky hotshot. But unlike so many leaders who are consumed by their own egos, Adam proved to be a great listener, an avid learner, and he leveled up masterfully as MedMen grew.


The first time I walked into the MedMen office, it felt surreal. It was sleek, modern, like walking into a tech startup—Facebook, Google, you name it. Young people with laptops, whiteboards filled with ideas, and talk of taking the company public. A weed company going public? That was unheard of back then. But Adam had a vision—he was determined to change the narrative around cannabis.


Adam was relentless too. He was always there, texting, calling, pushing his agenda. Sometimes, it takes a business to trigger societal and cultural changes, and the government agencies and policy makers just have to catch up and follow. MedMen made it clear that “stoners” were everyday people, transforming the optics of an industry from sketchy, underground dealers to acceptability and something legit.


Being a pioneer, though, comes with its lumps. Adam’s genius—and maybe his blind spot—was his ability to move fast, to push forward at a breakneck pace, even when there wasn’t much of a safety net. He took MedMen from a small dispensary in Venice to a public company worth over a billion dollars. I had a front-row seat to witness the meteoric rise and spectacular birth of an industry, only to later see how the forces of human nature can conspire to bring down even the best of intentions.


It takes a special kind of grit—to start a company from nothing, grow it to a billion-dollar valuation, and then walk away with grace. That grit is what this story is all about. Adam’s determination changed the narrative, the culture, and the laws around cannabis. Now, instead of kids dealing weed on the corner or hustling for gangs, they can earn a paycheck with health benefits working at a store, protected by a union. Or they can even open their own business.


Adam’s story is about more than just weed. It’s about limits, and how we challenge and break them. That attitude should be all of our new normal.


Herb Wesson


Former Los Angeles City Council President and California Assembly Speaker










Prologue



Here I am, alone at last, high up in my suite at the Four Seasons in Manhattan. It’s the night before everything changes—the eve before my company opens on the Canadian stock exchange. Tomorrow, I’ll step onto the frenetic pulse of Wall Street, our stock ready to trade at the morning bell. It’s the culmination of my life’s work in a single, climactic moment, and one that will finally put to rest any financial worries for me and my family. The startup I created has been valued at $1.65 billion. My stock alone will be worth about $300 million.


I’ve turned off my phone. It’s 8:30 pm and past my bedtime—I need to recover and prepare for another whirlwind day tomorrow. Lying back on the crisp sheets of the king-sized bed and staring out onto the skyline of midtown, the air is indeed thin up here. I find myself breathing shallowly, overwhelmed by the weight. I had set out to mainstream marijuana. I had helped to create a new asset class and industry. My dream was to remove marijuana’s stigma and invite everyone to enjoy the benefits. The vision was that college kids, Chardonnay moms, and even my ninety-year-old grandmother Harriet could buy a joint, smoke a vape, and go through life happier. And on this night, as so much of this dream has come true, I feel accountable for it all.


Personally, I am in charge. A company that I started from scratch now has over 1,000 employees all dependent on me, along with legislators we supported in campaigns, legalization advocates we financed, and hundreds of others who supported us along the way to this achievement: the first ever American cannabis unicorn now going public on a stock exchange.


Next to me, Laura, my steadfast wife, who always puts up with too much, is deep asleep. My mother, Mindy, who had flown in with us to share this historic moment, is in the next room over, caring for Mateo and Ari, our two little boys. Given the stakes, I needed to sleep and focus. No margin for error.


Conspicuously missing is Rick, my father, my hero, my lifelong best friend, my first inspiration in business, and the lone force who laid the foundations of my ambition with his tough love. I never thought of inviting him. How could I, given everything he has done to us? Yet, our estrangement feels wrong at a moment like this. What good is victory without reconciliation?


———


Time for a joint. On the nightstand are my cannabis essentials: a half ounce of Durban Poison, my favorite strain and pure sativa. Hailing from South Africa, its focused buzz always delivers—in the MedMen stores, we call Durban the “espresso” of weed. I go to work using my Banana Bros. grinder and roller, which we also sell at our MedMen stores. Across the country, we carry thousands of SKUs, serving as a hub of innovation and consumerism. Back in 2016, LA Weekly called us “The Apple of Weed.”


As I light up using a MedMen signature red BIC lighter, my suite fills with the sweetest haze. No worries. The Four Seasons staff, long familiar with my habits, have placed a commercial-grade air purifier outside my door, a nod to the changing laws and attitudes across the country, and the perks of a new kind of CEO in 2018.


With each pull of my joint, the memories flood back—moments from the shadowy corners of my past, a journey from the gun-packing jungles of the streets to the buttoned-up bankers of Wall Street. To get here, I had to write the rules while learning the lessons. There was no playbook to read, no documentary to watch on building a legal business in an illegal industry. I had to make as many decisions per day as possible, learn from the good and bad choices, then wake up the next day, ready to be better. While we were building out America’s first national cannabis company, I had also become a spokesperson for the legalization of weed. And whether I was on television or in a board room, my job above all else was to create belief. A belief that we were all witnessing the end of the federal government’s prohibition on marijuana and cannabis emerging as the world’s most exciting new asset class.


Tomorrow, everything changes. Tomorrow, once that morning bell rings, I will have achieved the impossible. Tomorrow, I will fulfill my childhood dream of becoming the CEO of a publicly traded company. And yes, this public company sells weed. I had developed and evolved past my father and his demons.


I smoke and think and remember where it all began. Not with investment bankers, or with weed at all, but a poker game.










BOOK 1











HOW NOT TO PLAY POCKET KINGS



I was perpetually broke. I dropped out of college after three years and three schools. I had started a sports agency that then became a marketing company, but only poker consistently paid the bills. I had been chasing the entrepreneur’s dream since I was young, running fantasy basketball leagues, giving baseball lessons to kids, bartending at parties, and eventually putting on all-ages concerts for teenagers. I wasn’t built to exist inside a system; even as a kid, I knew I would have to create my own. I hadn’t chosen the easy path, although it never felt like I had a choice.


I was 25 years old and on a bad run, having just had the car repo man snatch my Nissan 350Z for failure to make my payments on the heels of getting evicted from our apartment. It was “our” apartment because I was living with the love of my life, Laura, and thankfully had her to help cosign the lease.


I had met her through my old friend Nate. I knew him in high school, and he was going to UCLA and living in an apartment off campus with other seniors. I was hanging out with him at his place one night and saw one of his roommates duck into her bedroom.


You couldn’t miss her. She had raven dark hair like Snow White, skin as white as alabaster, and electric blue eyes.


“Who is that?” I asked Nate.


“Don’t worry about her,” he said. “She wouldn’t be into you.”


A few days later, I called the apartment. Nobody answered, the communal answering machine taking over.


“Uh, this message is not for Nate . . . it’s for Laura. When you get home, can you give me a call? I’m going to a Super Bowl party this weekend and wanted to know if you want to come with me and maybe we can hang out after?”


She was in class during the day and working at night at Islands, a burger joint and sports bar. She called me back and we went to the Super Bowl party, a movie after at the Hollywood Grove, then ended up at a late-night diner. I remember the faded jeans she wore and the Burberry scarf around her waist as a belt.


“What do you want out of your life?” she asked me, sipping on black tea and forking into a slice of strawberry rhubarb pie.


Talking with her was so easy. I found myself feeling open and vulnerable—both uncommon if not unheard of for me. I spoke about my desire to provide for my own family and have a chance to raise kids my own way, the way I wished that I had been raised.


“Give my kids exposure to a better life than I’ve had,” I said.


It was only a first date, and yet the conversation never stopped. The college seniors around us were in a daze, partying their lives away, and we were both focused, chased by haunted pasts and determined to achieve a semblance of stability in the chaos around us. We couldn’t stop looking at each other, an eye contact so fierce it was as if we were reconnecting from a different lifetime.


But my lack of earning power was destroying the romance. After Laura and I got evicted, we moved into my parents’ one-bedroom apartment. There, along with the modest living conditions, it would be impossible for me to hide our issues from her. A brilliant lawyer and entrepreneur, my father was also a gambling addict in denial, and by the time I finished high school, we had lived in a dozen cities, moving from one eviction to the next.


I was just itching to get us out of their place. My idea for a marketing agency had promise. I had teamed up with Andrew Modlin, a wunderkind designer five years younger than me. I would close the clients on a concept and genius Andrew would smoke a joint, put his headphones on, and create the logo, retail build-out, and website. We started with Kreation Kafe in Beverly Hills, one of the first fresh press juice spots, and got some attention. David Subotic and his wife, Tanja, were entrepreneurs who had an office across the street. They liked Kreation so much, they hired us to create Go Greek Yogurt, their own franchise concept. The agency had promise, but wasn’t producing enough for me to stay on full time. Poker was always there. I had been playing cards as my main source of income since I officially dropped out of college.


On most days when Laura had class, I would drop her off so I could use her car and 20 minutes later find myself pulling into the parking lot of what had become my office building: the Bicycle Casino. Affectionately dubbed “the Bike” by us gamblers for its own unrefined charm, it was here amid the aroma of cheap Chinese lo mein and industrial-strength carpet cleaner where I felt most at home. The Bike welcomed the outcasts, the shit-talkers, the everyday grinders and gamblers—my people.


We started the game around noon. That morning, I had extracted every last dollar from my sock drawer, a wad of nearly $2,500, binding them neatly with a rubber band. I tucked the bundle into my front pocket and stepped into the unforgiving glow of the fluorescent lights. Here, retirees with sunken eyes and hopeful smiles clutched their chips and cheap cocktails, young hustlers clad in hoodies and sunglasses tried to make a quick buck, and middle-aged regulars drained their 401(k)s.


Deeper inside, the casino’s pulse quickened. The clatter of poker chips—the clinks, the shuffles, the strategic tosses—melded into a continuous, rhythmic din. Dealers, with the efficiency of air traffic controllers, orchestrated the games of Texas Hold’em with a practiced, detached precision.


As I settled into my seat at the poker table, a familiar rush enveloped me. The chips were cool and heavy in my hands, each one a chance to change it all and get to the next level in life. To my right, Steve the Pool Guy, a retired contractor wearing a black velvet tracksuit, was making small talk with Amir, the game’s host.


“So now I need to find a new divorce lawyer,” Steve said.


“Sons of bitches,” Amir said.


A few hours into this game I was even in chips, when fortune dealt me a sweet hand. Pocket kings. I tripled the raise.


———


From my earliest memories, the clack of casino chips and the whisper of cards gliding across the felt were more familiar than lullabies. My father, Rick, was my teacher, my guide. Though a lawyer by profession, he was a gambler at heart and used his sharp intellect to count cards at blackjack. My father’s knack for numbers and personal charm led to a scholarship at Washington University for undergrad and law school, which kept him in St. Louis, where his side of the family is from. After graduating top of his class, he selected from his choice of enviable jobs and landed in Arizona of all places. The allure of big nights in Las Vegas proved too much for him to ignore. On weekends in the 1980s, he would fly to Sin City to count cards at Caesars Palace. Sometime after I was born, he stopped practicing law. I never got the real story.


My dad was never going to grind his way to a senior partnership at a prestigious law firm. His early hero had been Meyer Lansky, the infamous financial brain behind the Italian-American mafia from the 1940s through the 1960s. Just a small, sly Jewish guy from an immigrant neighborhood, Lansky managed to earn a fortune, wield power with a whisper, and never got caught. Lansky achieved all this using his deadliest weapon: his wits.


Dad was captivated by the “live by your own rules” ethos that the mafia embodied. He wasn’t a part of that world, but he admired the defiant independence it stood for, shaping his life around that mentality.


After he got disbarred and stopped practicing law, my dad had the vision to start a business school. Launched with the cash from a paper bag handed to him by a New Jersey wiseguy, my dad was among those who started the first wave of professional business schools in the United States. At that time, the federal government was providing loans to Americans who wanted to attend a professional school. My dad was among the first to capitalize on the opportunity to pair aspiring professionals with government money. When the FBI showed up, he must have been doing well, because we lived in a country mansion on acres of woodlands in Potomac, just outside Washington, DC, located on a private cul-de-sac with a river behind us and endless forests crawling with squirrels and filled with deer.


In the late 1990s, various investigations scrutinized the administration and management of professional schools receiving federal funding. These loans included monthly student stipends, leading many to enroll solely to access the cash without attending classes. My dad was likely more interested in cashing tuition checks than monitoring classroom attendance. The feds didn’t appreciate the wasted funds, so they shut down the school and, with it, our life on Big Piney Way.


“They’re all just assholes,” Mindy, my mom, would say. Her defense of my dad’s decisions and the life we led as a result was always willfully, ignorantly articulated.


“Remember, we are all together and that’s what matters,” she’d say, echoing Dad’s mantra, looking at me and Lauren and Michael, my younger sister and brother. “It’s the five of us, and the rest is all bullshit.”


As a kid, my dad was my hero, even after FBI agents knocked on our door and we hurriedly moved across the country to California. We left Maryland and moved the farthest we could on the map without flying over an ocean: San Diego. Dad launched a fruit stand. I felt embarrassed when the wealthy parents of my friends dropped by to purchase oranges and melons and I’d have to bag them up and carry them to their cars. I hated the shame of poverty, or at least not having the same lifestyle as my friends, and so when Dad started talking about get-rich schemes, I paid attention.


First, he tried to turn me into a professional blackjack player. I learned to count cards before I could drive. While other students in my class were reading The Great Gatsby and other classics, Dad quizzed me on playing blackjack.


“What’s the count?” he’d ask on our father-son trips to Vegas, flipping over cards on the airplane’s seat tray, pushing me to keep track of the weight of the deck (how many big cards were left versus the little cards) while deciding to stand, hit, split, or double based on having memorized the blackjack strategy chart.


Along with cards, he picked an aggressive career track for me. Harvard for undergrad and Harvard Law to follow. As a backup career, I was trained to play baseball for the family team: the St. Louis Cardinals. Since I started in Little League, we established a routine that lasted for nearly a decade: “A hundred ground balls, every day,” he said, cribbing that training method from Ozzie Smith, the Cardinals’ Hall of Fame shortstop and his all-time favorite player.


Sophomore year, I stole the key to my high school baseball field. Dad made a copy, giving us full access to the field whenever we wanted. Upon arrival we would play catch and then automatically take our starting positions, him at home plate, standing in the batter’s box with our bucket of balls, and me at the infield grass cut-off in front of the shortstop position, on my knees. By removing my feet from the process, I was forced to rely on only my hands to field these ground balls. My dad used to watch Ozzie do this before games, and it was now part of our routine.


Not easy balls either. With my knees in the dirt, he’d let the bat rip, cracking into the ball. My palms were always bruised and sore from the speed of the balls crashing into my mitt, but during games I could always move in on batters. I was never afraid. My hands were fast enough to earn a college scholarship for baseball—not to an Ivy League school like Harvard, but a ride to Brandeis.


“Shoot for the moon, land in the stars,” he’d say.


I admired his intensity. He woke up every morning at 5 am, and soon so did I.


“If you want to be great, you can’t be like everyone else,” he said.


———


Dad’s move to poker was instinctual. He turned on the television one afternoon and stumbled upon the very first televised poker event for which producers used a lipstick camera to reveal the players’ cards. It was the World Poker Tour, a makeshift poker league that was televising its events on the Travel Channel, of all places.


My dad just knew. Even if there were only a few hundred people that day from across the country that had tuned in mid-week to watch a poker tournament on an obscure cable network, he knew. He understood that giving viewers at home the ability to see a player’s cards as they are dealt and then watch them play through the hand as if it were their own would make for irresistible programming and create a new legion of poker players. On a lark, Dad called the poker room at the Bellagio and asked to speak with Howard Lederer, a prominent poker veteran and the winner of that World Poker Tour event my dad had watched. The poker room manager actually put the call through to Howard, and Dad pitched him on a business that would highlight Howard as a welcoming face for the next generation of poker players.


Dad then flew to Vegas, met with Howard, and discovered that he was working on an online poker site called Full Tilt Poker. They became partners, launching a series of “Professor of Poker” instructional DVDs and Poker Fantasy Camps with the intention of funneling traffic to the Full Tilt Poker site. The partnership was a success, as was the site, which would become one of the largest in the world.


He was finally earning enough to live with some stability, cultivating a sense of peace in him that was foreign to me. I remember the house he rented overlooking the ocean in Laguna Niguel, in Southern California, where he would have breakfast with Mom on the patio, looking so confident and proud of himself.


He was resilient, content, and on a tear until prosecutors from the Department of Justice swept in, initiating a crackdown on their operations. The site was shut down as part of a federal sweep—Black Friday, they called it—that targeted the largest online poker platforms operating in the United States, including Full Tilt Poker, PokerStars, and Absolute Poker, freezing player accounts and halting operations across the entire online poker industry. My entire life, Dad had warned me about pissing off the feds, and that’s exactly what this upstart, renegade, online poker industry had done. I was determined not to repeat the mistakes I’d seen unravel our family.


———


Back at the table, I peeped at my cards. Pair of kings—pocket kings. Sweet hand. In Texas Hold’em, the only superior starting hand is pocket aces. With the power of the kings, I made my move, the strategy clear and textbook: re-raise the bet to thin out the field and isolate the hand, ideally to one-on-one, where the kings could reign supreme.


To my left, Steve the Pool Guy contemplated briefly before folding. Other players tightened up, sensing the shift in stakes, but there were three of us still in the hand for the flop. As the dealer fanned the community cards on the felt, the pot ballooned quickly, first to $500, matching most of my expenses for the month, then swelling to $900.


With each chip I pushed forward, I delved deeper into the hand, the pot climbing to $1,200. Every bet laid bare my resolve, pocket kings in hand, riding the thin edge between triumph and disaster. A nagging voice taunted me from the back of my mind, warning me not to go too far, not to lose, not to blow it all.


Now heads up, my final adversary pushed all-in with a boldness that rattled my confidence. My mind raced—visions of rent payments and empty pockets flickering before my eyes, the fear of returning home a loser. I felt scared, too hesitant to look my pocket kings in the eyes.


So I folded.


As my opponent raked in the pile of chips, I turned to Steve. His tracksuit seemed a touch less shabby under the dim lights, his wine almost too dignified in its fancy glass.


I revealed my folded hand to him.


“Kid, if you’re going to play kings like that, you’ve got no business at this table,” he said.










SLEEPING WITH THE RABBIT



I headed home—well, our temporary home, sleeping in the living room area in my parents’ modest Marina del Rey apartment and calling it our bedroom—a truly fuck-me bitter moment, given the shame I felt as a kid every time we had to move because Dad’s charm had run out and our landlords had had enough of his stories.


Trust me here. If you ever want to impress your future fiancée, I don’t recommend sharing a bathroom with your parents, and especially your eccentric dad, who lords over the place, highlighting everyone’s deficiencies (except his own).


“You’re a fucking loser,” he’d say to me, in response to basically any pushback I would give him on the “life coaching” he would provide.


“You cunt,” he’d say to dear old mom, in response to anything she might question. Or if he was just in a fucked-up mood.


When we started dating, I tried to tell Laura that the warm, gooey, unconditional love that she received from her own family was foreign to me. She had grown up in Argentina, in a familial and friendly Latino culture. They hugged and kissed each other. They laughed at each other’s jokes. They made small talk for hours. Ahem. Small talk?


Growing up under the thumb of Rick Bierman and enrolled in his Elite School of Hard Knocks, I only knew the cruel and ugly path to survival, and even fielding a hundred ground balls a day—while missing after-school playdates, birthday parties, casual hangs at the mall—was not enough to win me a heartfelt compliment, an “attaboy!”, or hug.


He had his reasons for being so cold. Like many immigrant families, my great-grandfather left the family behind and fled the pogroms of Europe to land at Ellis Island and begin looking for work. Having worked as a farmer in Poland, he wandered west and settled in St. Charles, Missouri, where he could practice his trade.


Growing crops was a slow way to earn a living, and my great-grandmother got tired of waiting around for him in Poland and famously hopped a boat herself, along with all their kids, and somehow found her way to Missouri, and her husband. My family has been there ever since, for more than 100 years.


Leonard Bierman, my dad’s father, was a salesman. He fixed up antiques and hand-me-down furniture, selling bed frames and chairs from the back of a truck in East St. Louis, now considered one of the most dangerous cities in America. To prepare for work each day, he loaded up a pair of guns, placed them in holsters under each arm, threw on a sport jacket, and didn’t come back home until he was drunk.


With their dad spending all day hawking furniture in the slums, my father and his five siblings spent a lot of time alone in the house, learning to fend for themselves and stay clear of the old man when he came stumbling home. And my grandmother wasn’t around too much either, working as a sales associate at Macy’s and always off to a mah-jongg game. My grandfather must have been stressed because after surviving his first heart attack in his early 40s, he died of his second heart attack at only 48. His premature death put the household, already a haven for chaos, into a state of uncertainty. The role of family patriarch fell to my uncle Alan, the oldest kid and my dad’s idol. But tragedy struck again: Alan was killed in a car crash, throwing the family into an even deeper abyss.


Amid this maelstrom, it was now my dad’s turn to be the leader. He rose to the occasion, scoring nearly perfect grades in high school and earning a scholarship to college and then law school. He was Mr. Magna Cum Laude, brilliant with numbers and gifted with people.


“Why not?” he’d say, always cold-calling for new prospects or business opportunities. But there was another side to him marked by mood swings, darkness, and a gambling addiction that led to terrible decisions and drained our family’s savings accounts and souls.


When I shared my family’s history—and there were other stories, almost too dark to share—Laura always felt empathy toward my father.


As an expert in psychology and childhood development, she had empathy for Rick. She understood the connection between his trauma and his actions.


I didn’t. He could have made an effort. He never tried. He was the worst roommate in the history of domesticated living.


“What are you doing for extra work?” he’d say to Laura, as if traveling an hour each way to school, working toward her doctorate, and then going into homes to work with children with some of the most severe cases of autism left time for “extra work.”


Brave Laura. Humble Laura. Valiant Laura. She was so compassionate and sweet about our nightmare, spending hours after school reading, studying, going to the gym, or just walking around the neighborhood to stay away from their apartment, to keep the oxygen supply fresh, ready for another night in paradise pretending their living room was our bedroom.


I also found myself wandering to stay away, walking around the Marina and the paths that loop around the neighborhood and down to the inlet that feeds the world-famous Venice Canals. Here I could get lost and see the bigger picture. I wasn’t alone. I was in a city surrounded by almost 10 million people, too many of them stuck in traffic, all seemingly scraping by, just like me.


As hard as we tried, Laura and I could not avoid my father totally. Sick with a cold and runny nose, a frequent occurrence given her work with kids, Laura was pounding decongestant and burning through boxes of Kleenex. She and I were used to this cycle of sickness in the house. Dad was not.


“What’s with the fucking tissues?” Dad said, uncovering a trash can full and snapping. “Tell that filthy bitch to clean up her tissues and trash.”


I got up from the couch and grabbed him by the lapels of his golf polo. Then I shoved him against the living room wall with a thud.


“What did you call her?” I prodded. “You call her a fucking bitch? If I have to pick between you and her, I’ll always pick her. You will never disrespect her like that again.”


I then stormed out of the house. Laura ran off after me, her face looking frozen. We hopped in her car and I sped off. I was gunning it, scaring her further, lost in a fugue of anger and frustration. We had no destination, no place to go, no money to spend. We drove around, aimless. Then Laura made a call.


Her best friend, Aubree, had a spare room. We could crash there, she said, only we would have to share the space with Jersey, their pet rabbit.


The air in the room was thick with a farm-like musk, a blend of Jersey’s natural essence, the sawdust she lived in, and my own desperation. I wasn’t sleeping much, my mind was spinning planning our next steps, and I often spent the night looking over at Jersey, our black and white spotted companion, ensconced in her cage.


She refused to sleep—scampering, nibbling at her water tank, and flopping around in her own pellets of poop. She’d thump against the cage, surely a ploy to get my attention. With my head on the pillow, I’d open one eye and there she was, nose twitching between the bars and with a look that said, “Tough night, huh, big guy?”


There was something about Jersey’s bright, knowing eyes that felt too real. We were both prisoners in our own way, I thought. The difference was that Jersey had no choice. She was an innocent pet, enslaved in the attic. I had gotten myself here, dragging Laura with me. As the nights wore on, I studied Jersey. The little rabbit’s life was simple: she pooped and ate, waiting to die. Maybe we were like that? Maybe life was that simple?


Next to me, Laura slumbered away under the covers, her steady breathing a reminder of how calm she can make me feel. Her parents were pushing her to take it slow, and I couldn’t blame them. I got it. I wasn’t Prince Charming, not right now.










THE BLUE-HAIRED LADY



The next morning, I felt determined to set our course right. I worked out harder than usual, running a little farther, feeling sharp, my senses heightened, ready to tackle the world.


“Just get in the room and it’s over,” I muttered to myself, using a mantra that I developed in college.


We got into the car and I tossed the Hartmann, a caramel leather briefcase—my father’s hand-me-down from the ’70s—into the back seat of Laura’s car. The Hartmann had seen countless exchanges, more than its lifetime warranty ever promised. No sentimental value attached, just utilitarian, classic Dad. It wasn’t my style, but today it felt like an extension of my armor, a declaration of intent. With it, I pictured myself commanding a boardroom table, while doing it my way, just like Sinatra. Inside the briefcase lay my arsenal—a yellow notebook and a trusty pen, the salesman’s tool kit.


Still, I was so embarrassed by this setup. Los Angeles is a beast of a city that demands wheels, and here I was, navigating this concrete jungle, wasting precious hours and gas to drop Laura off at school so I could use her car throughout the day. It was a ludicrous loop—all because I couldn’t keep up with the payments, just like Dad. Was he right about me when he said, “You’re a fucking loser”? Or was he just projecting? Or were we both stuck?


The silence in the car was heavy as Laura and I pulled up to Alliant International University, her school. Dressed for class, she was the embodiment of ambition and grace. Soon, she would graduate and go on to earn her doctorate in clinical psychology. I wondered then how someone so smart, altruistic, and risk-averse could stand by someone like me. Her superpower was delivering warm, unyielding support—concepts alien to me. In my family, affection was seen as a sign of vulnerability, hence a weakness, and something to be exploited.


We fought over the silliest things.


“You can’t wear sweatpants to Rosh Hashanah dinner,” she’d chide me, before heading off to a holiday dinner with her folks.


“Why not?” I’d say, sticking to my guns. “If we’re going to sit around making small talk, we might as well be comfortable.”


The small talk, the aimless chatter, was a new concept to me. Time was always money to the Biermans. Why waste it?


We settled on jeans.


As I drove away that morning, watching Laura stride across campus and so confidently toward her future, I was torn. No matter which way I could steer us out of this financial mess, she was bound to get hurt. It was the price of being with someone that was wired like me—ruthless, relentless, a product of my father’s genius and his flaws. The path I was on was unforgiving, and I knew no other way.


———


Cruising down Sunset Boulevard to my lone meeting of the day, I was swallowed by the street’s pulse—it’s a living, breathing artery of glitz, glam, and the quintessential collection of LA’s finest grime. Here, dreams are both forged and shattered under the relentless glare of neon ambition. Sunset serves as a kaleidoscope of LA’s spirit—high-end boutiques brush shoulders with storied venues like the Whisky a Go Go, where The Doors and Led Zeppelin once played. Celebrities casually sip on overpriced lattes, while a stone’s throw away, a hopeful street artist peddles his life’s work. The sidewalks are strewn with the ambitions and disappointments of those who tread them, each aspiring star or washed-up veteran playing their part in LA’s endless drama.


Shielding my eyes behind sunglasses, I scanned the signs for the address of the Sunset Super Shop, whose owner had reached out to us for marketing services. Lost in this urban labyrinth, my thoughts, too, were lost on my ticking financial bomb. After blowing much of my poker bankroll at the Bike, I was operating upside down and had no path to next month’s payments. Driving around Sunset, I wondered: What am I even doing here? Chasing pennies at some obscure weed dispensary?


Pulling into the strip mall parking lot, I retrieved my dad’s old briefcase from the back seat. The sight of its worn leather kindled a spark of inspiration. A glance at the car’s half-full gas tank solidified my resolve. Now I finally knew where to go. Las Vegas was only a few hours across the desert. If I could double my funds, I could float through another month.


I hadn’t spoken to my dad since the Tissue Incident, but when it came to conflict or emotions, avoidance was our way of coping—no apologies, no discussions. We simply moved on, ignoring the past. So, when I dialed his number and he answered, I jumped straight into my dilemma, acting as if nothing had ever happened.


“Hey, Dad, what do you think about this?” I began, laying out the dire math without mentioning our estrangement. “I’ve got maybe $3,000 left, and it’s all going to be gone—first week of the month . . . plus stuff I need to pay for now . . . And no money coming in.”


My words tumbled out, a rambling stream of nerves and panic.


“Do I just sit here and wait to run out?” I continued. “Or do I get in the car, drive to Vegas, and play the Five-Ten game at Caesars?”


The new poker room at Caesars had proven to be a mini gold mine, swarming with tourists happy to lose their money. Plus, the floor manager was liberal with comped rooms. I could be at the tables by nightfall. I could even ditch this weed shop meeting.


“Maybe I win,” I mused aloud. “Maybe I cover next month’s expenses. Maybe it buys me more time . . .”


Dad was silent on the other end. This was part of his Godfather-esque manner. Then he delivered his succinct verdict with a punch.


“What else are you going to do?” he said gruffly. “You can’t just sit around. Get in the car. Go.”


He was right. If I lost it all, I’d find a way to make it back. But first, I needed to find the Sunset Super Shop and have my meeting. I was already there and had nothing to lose to commit the next hour of my life to hearing what these drug dealers had to say. Then it was Vegas or bust.


———


Among a smattering of other establishments—a rental car outpost, a dusty travel agency, a Thai massage parlor, and a Persian ice cream shop—the Sunset Super Shop was tucked away, marked only by the universal symbol for a marijuana dispensary: a green cross.


I walked up to the door, skeptical. I wasn’t against weed. As part of a rebellious middle school phase, I smoked every day. But that was a long time ago, and in no way a part of my life at this point. The whole dispensary setup felt like a sham, a hippie charade to peddle weed under the guise of medical necessity—a ploy from the Birkenstock-wearing brigade I’d always scoffed at.


The vibes were spooky as I approached the anonymous storefront. No sign bore its name, just tinted windows. The door, fortified and uninviting, required a buzz-in. As I pressed the intercom, a wave of paranoia washed over me. Was I being watched? If so, by whom?


“I should just head to Vegas,” I muttered under my breath, entertaining the thought of turning back.


Then the door clicked open.


“You must be Adam,” said the woman, stepping out from the darkness.


Her skin was as pale as porcelain. Her hair was electric blue, cut short and spiked high with gel—a modern-day Elvira. She extended a hand. Her touch was delicate, like a queen, and soon she had pulled me into the dim, dungeon-like shop.


As I looked around, the place looked like the set of last night’s party. Cheap rattan chairs circled a chintzy glass table. A worn blue pleather couch was parked in the corner. A curtain, which Elvira promptly swept aside, veiled the inner sanctum of this odd little shop.


The back room unfurled like a scene from a Prohibition-era joint. Instead of bootleg liquor, the shelves were lined with medicine jars. Each was filled with a different marijuana strain that looked otherworldly. This wasn’t the schwag I smoked as a teenager. These buds were impeccable, crystalline, sprouting red hairs like tiny flames. Elvira pulled me deeper into the store, introducing me to her partner, her stepson. He could have been the doppelgänger for Scooby-Doo’s Shaggy. Slouched in his chair, he barely acknowledged me, his attention glued to his smartphone.


“He’s the brains,” Elvira proclaimed as we all soon found ourselves sitting across from each other at another glass table. I settled into my sales routine, comfortably shedding my jacket as I opened the old briefcase.


“So, tell me about your clientele,” I ventured, fishing for insights into their business operations.


“Mostly young guys, all guys,” Elvira responded crisply, her tone suggesting a well-versed script.


“And your daily customer count?” I prodded further.


“A hundred, maybe more on a good day.”


I leaned in. “And the revenue? Monthly?”


“Three hundred thousand,” she replied.


I paused, processing the information. “Annually?”


“No, each month,” she corrected.


I masked my shock poorly. How was this unassuming dump raking in $300K a month? And in . . . cash? I did the quick math. That was $3.6 million a year! The blue-haired lady and her dopey stepson were sitting on an actual gold mine. As I thanked them and retreated to my car, the figures haunted me. I had only $3,000 to my name. They generated more than three times that in a day. Why was I going to Vegas, risking my bankroll? Was there a solution for me somewhere inside this world I had just discovered?


———


The drive back was a blur, my thoughts already spinning with the possibilities of a big score. For the first time, I began to notice the scattered presence of individual dispensaries across the city—each a small, unremarkable storefront marked only by a green cross. Their windows were either blacked out or nonexistent, giving nothing away. Were all these nondescript shops generating that kind of cash? How big, and how real, was this opportunity?


I needed more intel. I called Andrew Modlin, by now my business partner. He was younger and deeply entrenched in stoner culture.


“Is it actually possible for a weed dispensary to pull in over $300K a month in cash?” I asked him, skepticism threading my tone.


“No duh,” he replied nonchalantly.


“Did you just ‘no duh’ me?”


“My friend manages one; she makes way more than that,” he said.


As I drove down Sunset, I envisioned those green crosses marking spots of immense opportunity. The natural questions emerged. And the largest looming was why it didn’t seem like anyone was trying to optimize anything. It seemed like a shadow economy, thriving unseen, the secrets known only to those on the inside.


The next steps seemed so obvious to me. Why not mainstream these stores with real marketing and a thoughtful retail experience? Why not make them feel normal? The thought of the blue-haired lady’s shop made me want to take a shower, but what if they brightened the place up, slapped on some fresh paint, and hung up a vibrant sign? What if they removed that prohibitive black tint from the windows? If medical weed was legal, why should buying it make you feel like a criminal?


The possibilities began to stack up. With a full rebranding, maybe we could help her franchise? License out her brand? Expand her own product lines to other shops? The blue-haired lady and her dazed and confused stepson could become icons of LA’s marijuana scene.


Then it struck me, a lightning bolt of capitalist ambition. Why hand over this lucrative blueprint to someone else? Why not spearhead this weed empire myself? Vegas could wait. I went home instead to study up on cannabis.










THE WEED LAWYER



I needed an entry point, an expert. And the man to see was Stewart Richlin, Esq., weed lawyer.


He had been a loudmouth for the legalization movement since the late 1960s. Online, I found photos of him in tie-dyes and long hair, but when we chatted on the phone, he was all business.


“Bring the retainer,” he said.


The price: $4,000.


“Bring it in cash,” he added.


I rolled up to the address he gave me in Hollywood. I was thrown off. This wasn’t some high-rise office with a doorman and a sleek, modern lobby. He worked out of a townhouse on Melrose, the headquarters of his 420 Law Office (what else, of course?). I parked in its driveway as if I were visiting a friend’s grandmother.


I approached the front door, a sense of unease creeping up my spine. My finger hovered over the doorbell, the bulge of cash in my pocket feeling more like a burden than reassurance. I rang the bell. Silence followed. No footsteps, no voices. Doubt gnawed at me as I checked the address again. Melrose—this had to be it, but the nagging thought of a con job lingered. Was this the final act of a well-orchestrated scam?


As I was about to turn on my heel and write off this whole venture, the sound of the door creaking open halted me. A woman’s voice cut through the silence.


“Hi, Adam,” she said, and my eyes turned quickly to look.


She was a vision from another era—a poodle skirt hugging her frame, short blond hair styled in a throwback fashion, and spiky stilettos that looked like they belonged on a runway in Paris.


“Follow me,” she said with a voice older than her years. I ascended the wooden stairs behind her, each step echoing with the click-clack of her heels. At the top of the stairs, she pushed open the door. A heavy whiff of weed and incense hit me like a punch in the face. I took a seat in an imposing leather chair across from a desk the size of Grant’s Tomb.


I looked around. Above the desk lay a kaleidoscope display of Tibetan flags. Richlin’s lair felt like a museum of cannabis, filled with everything from vintage covers of High Times magazines to framed photos of Richlin rubbing shoulders with icons of the weed world, and a prominently displayed, larger-than-life picture of Richlin with Snoop Dogg.


Then he appeared, entering through a side door, the self-proclaimed sage of cannabis legality. He wore a pair of wire-rim glasses perched just so on his nose, and was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt. He sat down at his desk, hoisted his sneakered feet on it, and lit up a joint.


“I’m waiting for my partner,” I informed him, trying to infuse a bit of professionalism into this surreal tableau. Somewhere out there, Andrew was MIA.


“Your time is your time,” he said, with a nonchalant wave of his hand, as if we were paying him by the minute.


“Do you have the retainer?” he asked.


I fished out my wad of cash, the bills feeling like dead weight in my hands. He took it and started to count each note with the meticulousness of a seasoned bookie.


Once he finished counting, he pushed a stack of papers in my direction. It was a pile of legalese more than an inch thick, and it looked slightly less official than a Kinko’s printout.


“I’m giving you this binder,” he announced, and leafed through the photocopied pages, each one with sections marked in yellow highlighter.


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Table of Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Author’s Note



		Contents



		Foreword



		Prologue



		Book 1



		Book 2



		Book 3



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents









Page List





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300











OEBPS/images/copylogo.jpg
¢
RenBeLLA

-
=
=
ik

———
[:
Py
_—

I
|

M
"I
1






OEBPS/images/half.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
ADAM BIERMAN

MedMen

Foreword by Herb Wesson





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
WEED
EMPIRE

How | Battled Gangsters, Investment Banks,
and the Department of Justice
to Build the Cannabis Industry in America

ADAM BIERMAN

=

|
|
Matt Holt Books
An Imprint of BenBella Books, Inc.
Dallas, TX






