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Ignorance Is Bliss?

I never realized that being a moron is a crime.  I see dumb people every day and they usually aren’t in handcuffs.  I am like most of these people who typically don’t set out to cause trouble, or at least don’t hope to find themselves face-to-face with undercover police officers; however, it’s actually pretty easy to break the law without even recognizing that it is happening.  It is not always hardened criminals who pay steep penalties for their indiscretions and lapses in better judgment, but sometimes even Johnny Law-Abiding Citizen can trip and fall on the intricacies and minutiae found in the countless volumes of American rules and regulations.  On February 14, 1997, I was Johnny.  
I was pumped when Valentine’s Day rolled around and I actually had someone with whom to share the occasion.  I was a freshman at a small private college and hadn’t even turned 19 yet.  My girlfriend, Beverly, on the other hand, had turned 21 only a few days prior.  We had our minds set that we were going to have a romantic evening.  We met up early that night to begin our date.  It was about 6:00 when we rolled out of the parking lot.  My lovely female friend requested a stop at the nearby Belmont Beverage, the neighborhood liquor store, so that she could purchase a single bottle of wine.  Despite the fact that she would be consuming the wine by herself because I do not drink (especially wine), I pulled off the road as requested.  


Inside the store was small, cramped, and surprisingly empty.  We were the only people in the liquor store beside the small Indian man working the cash register.  The aroma of his cigarette filled the shop and the smoke hung in billows, crawling across the ceiling tiles, spreading over an area like thick, gray water.  His small transistor radio was calling out a Chicago Bulls game in static-filled bursts.  He offered a simple “hello” as the bell on the door jingled upon our arrival.  The path in the liquor store was a jagged U-shape from the entrance to the check-out counter as box after box of spirits and rotgut constantly rerouted the store’s customers.  I had no interest in even looking at what the store offered, though the Sprite in the cooler at the back of the store called my name.  I grabbed one and handed it to Beverly with a twenty dollar bill, figuring she could pay for my Sprite and her wine at the same time.  She was picking up a dark bottle from a shelf at the center of the store.  She had made her selection and I had made mine.  We proceeded to checkout.  “I can please see ID, ma’am?” the man inquired with an accent that was fresh-off-the-boat heavy.  Beverly produced her ID and made her transaction.  

The bell above the door once again clattered as we exited, ready to move on to dinner.  As I unlocked the door of my 1983 Olds Cutlass, I heard a voice behind me calling out, barely audible over the jingle of my keys.  I glanced over my shoulder and saw a gentleman motioning for me to wait a second.  I didn’t.  I got in my car and started the engine when that same man tapped my window and flashed a badge.  I quickly rolled down my window hoping that I could help the policeman with whatever he needed.  As it turned out, he needed me to step out of the car.  I instantly found myself smack-dab in the middle of a horrible nightmare.  I was seated in the back of an unmarked squad car while two plain-clothes police officers questioned me about what I never even realized was against the law.  I explained to them that I didn’t buy anything in the liquor store and that I had never been in trouble for anything like this before.  “Heck, I don’t even drink!  I just walked inside because my girlfriend wanted to buy something,” I pleaded.

“I’ll go talk to her,” one of the men said as he headed over to my vehicle where Beverly sat, waiting nervously.  I begged the remaining officer to go look at the security tape so that he could see that I hadn’t done anything wrong, and pulled out my wallet to show him my ID—not fake.  

“That may be true, but you went into a liquor store and you’re not 21.”  My heart sank as I pictured myself doing hard-time in county jail, pictured myself sharing a cell with a man who didn’t always have the best of intentions, pictured myself having to tell my mom what happened—not good.  
“But what about grocery stores?  Anybody can walk through the liquor aisles there.  I didn’t know it was against the law to just walk into a liquor store!”  No response.  The officer walked me inside the store, the clang of the bell a very distant sound, and was marched up to the Indian man still at the counter.  His eyes told a story of his unhappiness, and it was all aimed directly at me.  He turned down his radio, no longer interested in how Michael Jordan was single-handedly dismantling his opponents.  He had to have been counting dollar signs in his head as I told him my age, ensuring that he could expect a fine.  The officer escorted me out the door, rattling the bell one final time, and back to his car.  

“You’ve been very cooperative, so I’m not going to take you to the station.  I do have to write you a ticket of arrest though.”  My head began to spin at the mention of the word “arrest” and I heard only clips and phrases of what he said next.  He made mention of a court date for which I had to appear and told me to show up or they would issue a warrant for my arrest.  I was definitely going to show up.

And I did.  My day at court lasted about two minutes.  The judge called me forward, stated the charges against me (minor in tavern), and asked how I pleaded?  “Guilty, sir.”  There was no reason to fight it; I had broken the law without even knowing it.  And, because of Indiana’s Zero Tolerance Law, I was ordered to enroll in a mandatory rehabilitation program, attend three AA meetings, participate in random drug screening, relinquish my driver’s license for 90 days, and reappear in court in 30 days with proof that I had enrolled in a rehabilitation program.  On top of all of this, I had to pay court costs.  All in all, this trip to Belmont Beverage cost me over $1,000.  That is one salty bottle of wine.  Worst of all though, this whole incident would be on my permanent record, so when it came time to apply for jobs, it would rear its ugly head again and again.

If I learned one thing, it is that ignorance certainly isn’t bliss.  Even Johnny Law-Abiding Citizen sometimes finds himself on the wrong side of the law.  Though he may not be wielding guns or robbing little old ladies, Johnny needs to be reminded that being a moron…is against the law.                   
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