

April 26, 2005

Masquerade Mayhem

Welcome to the 2005 Grand Valley State University President’s Ball.  This President’s Ball is just like the previous three I have been to.  Somehow, every time I go I keep thinking that this year it will be different, the music will be better, there will be enough water for everyone, there will be room on the dance floor to move.  But I’m always wrong.  Every year, the intricacies of a formal dance culture pervade and each Ball seems surprisingly like the previous one.

This year the Ball is housed in downtown Grand Rapids’ DeVos Place, an extravagant new building on the Grand River.  Large windows go from floor to ceiling in the front of the building, as at the back of the building where the river is over looked.  The entire building is silver in color.  It has a very elegant and formal feel to it.  There are many large rooms in this building to rent, and this year ours is at the very back.  The floor is covered, from the moment you enter, in lush indoor-outdoor carpeting.  This carpet is white, and has maroon and green decals all over it.  I tried to figure out what those decals were – but to me they looked like nothing more than Victorian shapes and figures – little swirls and leaves and such.  This look added to the formal and elegant feel of the building.

Every year, couples flood this building.  If you do not have a date, it is not accepted as very cool to go alone unless you are with a large group of other “dateless” individuals.  So when you arrive, either couples or large groups of females surround you.  Girls tend to feel more comfortable going to a dance without a date, just as long as they have friends to accompany them.  Guys are different.  For some reason, you don’t typically see groups of males attending the President’s Ball.  If a guy is there, he’s with a girl.  I have often wondered why guys can’t go in groups to such an occasion (maybe it is the same mystery reason that guys don’t like to go to the bathroom in groups either).  

The dancing always begins at 9:00 pm, but at 6:30 pm there is a dinner, where the Grand Valley president speaks and gives some awards and other people give some other boring speeches.  I have never attended this part of the President’s Ball.  I have heard it is boring, and the food is not that good.  And a ticket to that part of the evening costs $30.00.  Whoa!  For us poor college kids, that is too much money to spend on food that I have heard is “okay”.  So, this year, like every other year, I go out to eat before the event with a large group of friends.  This year there are only six of us; in the previous three years there have been 16, 13, and 12 in our parties, respectively.  Obviously, the popularity of the President’s Ball is waning among my friends.  We always go to nice, upscale restaurants beforehand, however, and we save a lot of money compared to attending the dinner at the Ball itself.  This year, for example, a nice dinner at the Bull’s Head downtown cost my date and I a total of $45.00, including tip, on our dinner.  That included an appetizer, two large entrees, two alcoholic beverages, two non-alcoholic beverages, and two deserts.  We saved $15.00 off the price of the “okay” meal that is being served at the president’s ball, plus we get to choose what we want to eat, and we get twice as much of it.

But anyway, as I mentioned previously, the dancing begins at 9:00 pm.  We always make our dinner reservations for about 7:30 or 8:00, so that we can arrive at the dance just after 9:15 or so; this gives the event time to warm up and get going before we arrive.

The first year I attended the President’s Ball, it was a blast.  In high school, I attended every dance that was ever put on.  I simply find them fun, and a change from the ordinary.  I love being with my friends, dancing, and having a good time.  You get to let yourself go and act a little crazy.  Once I got to college, I missed that part of my social life, and the only similar opportunity Grand Valley provides is the President’s Ball.  So, the first year was a blast.  So was the second year.  The dancing was fun, and people I attended with were great, and the food was good.  It was just an overall good time.  The third year, the location changed (It used to be at the Grand Plaza until it changed into the DeVos Place), and I went with a different group of people than the previous two years.  It was still fun, but for some reason, I just did not enjoy myself as much as I had before.  I’m not sure if I’m outgrowing such venues, or if it was that the people I was with were not as fun, or the bad DJ ruined it or what.  So, this year, I guess I am going because it’s tradition.  I look forward to it because I love to be able to dress up once in a while and dance, and see my friends all dressed up.  But I had a feeling that this year would be like last year – fun, but mediocre – nothing to brag to others about.

But, we had arrived.  Upon walking into this elegant building, I notice there is a security guard sitting and eyeing us as we walk in.  He’s reclined in his folding chair, seemingly relaxed, but at the same time looks as if he is ready to spring upon a violator.  Violator of what, I’m not sure.  It is rather intimidating.  It makes me think, “Do we need security?  What’s going to happen?”  I don’t think of a dance as a dangerous event, but there he is, clad in his blue security uniform, and gun belt slung around his waist with that pistol clearly visible.  His presence made me nervous.  And the way he looks each of us, both male and female, up and down as we walk in is creepy, really creepy.  His face had no expression whatsoever.  His eyes found Beth, my friend, and checked her out from her head to her toes in an instant.  Then his gaze was on Phil, Beth’s date.  His eyes thoroughly traversed Phil’s 6’5” frame as well.  He seemed satisfied, and was then on to me.  Is he a human metal detector?  Does he have x-ray vision?  I tried not to make eye contact as we walked by.  

Once past the oddly placed security guard, we walked past lingering dancegoers.  We were in the main lobby, and there were single people and odd numbered parties spread throughout, and it was eerily quiet.  The only sounds were quiet whispers and the throbbing of the dance going on within the next room.  Thump, thump, thud, thud, thump . . . the bass from the DJ’s speakers made the soft cadence.  All these people hanging out in the lobby entrance were obviously waiting for their date to park their car and come inside, or were waiting for their friends that were to meet them there.  I know, because my group of friends did the same thing every year.  I knew that once we got inside that room, where the dance was taking place, among the throngs of people, there would almost be no way to find a miscellaneous person that had been nice enough to park the car.  So we waited for my date to get back from parking his car in the parking structure across the street.  Once he came in, we proceeded to walk further inside.

 In order to give the impression that each year’s event is unique, there is a theme given to each one.  This year, it’s “Moonlit Masquerade”.  Last year, it was something having to do with the Blues and Jazz, and before that there was some Beach theme.  This year the theme was taken further than usual.  There were helpers everywhere dressed in obnoxious “masquerade” clothing.  Bright colors, billowing fabrics, and glittery hats and masks adorned many.

As my five group members and I rounded a corner to turn in our tickets, a man dressed in a court jester’s outfit appeared in front of us, jumping around.  I thought we were going to get a personal show of some sort.  But to my disappointment, he then bowed and motioned towards the door we were supposed to enter.  I began to laugh, as did several others in my party.  And we stifled even more laughter as we saw that the ticket takers were dressed in equally disturbing outfits.  Both were female, and one had a humongous fluffy, layered, blue and white dress on, typical I suppose of a “Masquerade” ball.  She had one of those masks on all decorated in glitter so we couldn’t see her face.  I’m sure she preferred it that way.  The other ticket taker has a similar outfit, but hers was blue and green, with some white lacy trim.  I was quite bothered to find that in scripted on her back, between her shoulder blades and made to look a tattoo, was the word, “Wench”.  Was that part of the costume?  I wasn’t sure, but I hoped so.

We handed in our tickets, and had to proceed to a coat check-in line.  The line was literally 100 yards long, and the workers were dressed in more masquerade masks and attire.  We decided it wasn’t worth the wait.  Each previous year we had waited in a long line to check our coats in.  Then, they had given us a ticket to hold on to so we could get our coat back.  That I feel is not a good idea, since students will be students and they will drink and lose their coat ticket.  Then they will cause problems in the pick up line after the Ball is over.  Last year, one rather drunken fellow kept saying, “That’s my coat, right there!”  And the coat check lady kept saying back, “Sir, without your ticket we cannot give you just any coat you claim is yours.”  And he would say again, “That is my coat!  I know which one is my coat!”  Every year there are problems like this.  I never know what happens to those people who lose their ticket, because neither any or my friends nor I have ever lost theirs.  Those who do are told to wait while everyone else who still has a ticket picks up their coat.  So, I assume they get their coat after everyone else has left.  But who knows.  

In previous years, after every Ball has finished, we’ve had to wait in long lines again to pick up our coat.  My feet hurt tremendously by the end of the event, and waiting in line another hour to get your coat so you can leave is torture!  Even if you take your shoes off while you’re in line.  Plus, they always lose my coat.  At least the second and third years they did.  In my opinion, being a coat check person wouldn’t be too hard.  I also don’t think it would be easy to mess up.  But it always gets messed up.  Last year was the worst.  We had stayed until the end of the dance, and I finally got through the line to the table, given a nice older lady my ticket, and was handed a coat in return that was not mine.  When I explained this, she looked at me like I was retarded.  Now, I hadn’t been drinking – so I know which coat was mine!  And this one wasn’t it.  She insisted that it was because the hanger with my ticket number on it had this coat on it.  I was getting mad and remember saying something like, “Well, do you think by some remote chance you made a mistake and put my coat on the wrong hanger?!?!”  She didn’t like this, but I wasn’t going to take home a coat that wasn’t mine.  There would be another Ball-goer that wasn’t very happy about that too!  Needless to say, I finally got my coat after finding mine on the rack and pulling out certain gloves from the inside pocket that I described to her before I pulled them out to confirm it was “my coat”.

So, we passed on the long coat check line this year and made the trek into the dance.  Sticking close together, we entered the loud, writhing darkness.  The setup was familiar.  Once our eyes adjusted to the low lighting, we made our way to the left side of the room, where all the tables from the dinner had been set up.  The tables were round, and decorated in accordance with the theme.  We located a few empty chairs around one of the tables and “claimed” them by draping our coats and purses all over them.  It is commonly accepted that if a chair has coats and purses - and often shoes - all over it, it belongs to someone else.  You do not put your coat on top of a coat that belongs to someone you don’t know.  It just isn’t kosher.  And if a chair has such articles on top of it, you do not move that chair.  If you did, the owners of the articles may never find their belongings.  It might be a good joke, but you’ve heard the saying, “Do onto others as you’d have done to you.”  If the owners of the draped articles are around, you can ask them if you can share their chairs.  If not, you must find “unclaimed” chairs.

Then the fun began.  In order to dance, we motioned to each other to follow, and made our way to the right side of the room where the DJ and dance floor was set up.  We practically held each other’s hands to get through, single-file, the mass of people on the dance floor.  The music was loud, you couldn’t hear the person next you, even screaming at the top of your lungs.  So all by hand motions, we found a small hole in the dancing masses and “claimed” what would be our dancing area for the rest of the night.  At the President’s Ball, once you begin to dance in a spot on the dance floor, that is the spot you always must come back to.  This is so that members of your group can leave and go to the bathroom, or go to the cash bar, or wherever, but still be able to find the rest of the group when they venture back.  

The dance floor is one of the most interesting places to learn about people’s personalities.  The first thing to take note of is all the varying styles of dress.  Males at the President’s Ball are boring, for the most part.  All are in dress pants and a dress shirt.  While colors vary, and some might be wearing ties, all look similar.  Some exceptions are the few males who didn’t want to try at all to impress their dates, and were wearing a simple polo shirt.  Others obviously tried a little too hard to make that good impression, and were wearing a full out suit.  I even noticed one guy who was wearing a tuxedo with a bright pink vest that matched his date’s dress.  I had to figure that it wasn’t his idea to wear such a thing.

I took good notice of the females, however.  The dance floor is a swirl of color.  There are dresses ranging from blacks and dark blues to bright yellows, pinks, lime greens, and fluorescent oranges.  Some dresses are so tight fitting that I don’t know how the girls can even breathe without ripping a seam.  Some of these tight fitting dresses are also too short.  It is these girls that I can’t help but stereotype.  One look around the dance floor will show that girls dressed in skin tight dresses are “freaking” any guy they can dance close to.  It is a disturbing but common reoccurring theme.  Ladies in risky dresses perform risky dance moves.  They were rubbing on guys, on each other, making obscene sexual motions to the ceiling and floor, and acting in a way that I might describe as “slutty”.  They fling their bodies haphazardly all over the place, with no regard to those whom they are bumping into and rubbing against.  These girls also tend to be those who push and shove their way through the dancing mob without regard to those around them, often pushing people hard, stepping on toes, and laughing about it all.

The polar opposite dressers, those in loose-fitting or more conservative dresses, are very conservative dancers.  These dresses are either hiding a less-than-perfect body, or they are just being worn by more conservative girls who are not comfortable with every curve of their body showing.  They stand in one spot, kind of bouncing up and down, barely moving.  If they’re dancing with a man, they do not get too close.  They tend to smile and laugh a lot, but never get close enough to make skin contact.  These girls are also considerate when moving throughout the crowd.  They say, “Excuse me”, “Sorry”, and “Thanks” as they wriggle through the sweating bodies.  

So my friends and I danced.  I think we fit into the middle of the two stereotypes.  We were not dressed in risky skin-tight dresses, or in concealing ones.  All of our dresses actually had straps, covered our cleavage, and didn’t have slits in the side high enough to show our undergarments.  They were stylish, however, and fit us well, not tight.  Mine was burgundy, and the two girls I was with both had black dresses.  We definitely blended in - didn’t stand out.  We started our dancing in front of one of the speakers, but because the bass was so loud it jarred our brains, we ended up towards the middle of the stage.  The DJ was playing some good music.  Previous President’s Balls have been a blend of the same old.  They always played the Cha Cha Slide, and Love Shack, and YMCA, and other classic “get your body dancing” types of songs, but that all gets old very quickly.  This dance was different.  Except for one very long 20-minute spell when about five country songs were played in a row (and the dance floor was clearing out by the end of this horrible offense), popular current rap and hip hop songs were being mixed with upbeat classics from years passed.  

We danced for an hour and half straight to tunes from Outkast, Ja Rule, Snoop Dog, Usher, Van Halen, Pat Benetar, and others.  The carpeted floor was a blessing, for as the night went on, girls’ shoes found themselves being draped on the claimed chairs, as their wearers returned to the dance floor shoeless.  This happens at every President’s Ball though.  Most girls take their shoes off after a few songs worth of dancing.  I have always wondered; if you are going to just take them off, why wear shoes at all?  I meander through the dinner tables and look at the shoes that have been scattered about, and notice that 95% of them are “cute” and “strappy” with high, fashionable heels.  It is no wonder girls can’t dance in these types of shoes.  I often speculate on why we buy such things to begin with.  I never took my shoes off this year, however, as my dress was too long and would have dragged all over the floor.  

The floor – one reason I didn’t want my dress dragging on it was because by an hour into the dance, probably dozens of glasses of beer and other alcoholic delicacies had been spilled all over the dance floor.  There is always a cash bar at these Balls, which charges way too much for drinks that are way too tiny.  My friends and I never buy drinks at the cash bar, but many others do.  I believe drinks should be prohibited on the dance floor just to keep things clean.  But they are not.  As I danced, and tried not to bump to hard into the strangers all around me, I had to be especially aware of those who were dancing with a cup of beer, or those who were weaving through the crowd with a brimming glass of it.  These people are dangerous.  They are bumped and jostled all around, and drip-by-drip, their beverages become decorations on the lovely Victorian carpet.  And mind you, once these drinks are empty (hopefully by the purchaser being able to actually drink it, but more often because it has been spilled), the cups find themselves ornaments on the Victorian carpeting as well.  As the night wears on, the dance floor becomes more and more hazardous.

Plastic cups litter the floor, puddles of spilled beverage gather everywhere, dancegoers become more obnoxious and inconsiderate as alcohol begins to affect their personality, and sober dancegoers are sweaty and tired and cannot control their bodies as well as they could an hour before.  The dance ends at midnight, and once 11:30 or so hits, only those hardy dancers are still crowding the floor.  It is almost like a riot at times.  Some drunken girls and guys begin to try and climb on the stage to dance up in front of everyone.  While the DJs and masquerade-clad staff try to discourage them and keep them dancing on the dance floor, some make it to the stage top – to the cheers and hoots and hollers of their friends.  Also at this time of night, the inevitable dance “circles” begin to break out in various places on the dance floor.  This is the tradition where people began to form a circle, and someone will step into the middle and throw him or herself around in a way they think will be attractive to others (but often they just look like an animal having a seizure).  Then they retreat to the outer reaches of the circle and another person takes their spot.  Sometimes some of the males pull out some major tricks and begin doing handstands and back and front flips.  

It is at this time of night that my date and I became extremely thirsty.  We made some more hand motions to indicate to our friends that we were getting a drink, and that we’d be back in a little while.  They nodded to show they understood, and I slowly and cautiously zigzagged around the convulsing bodies to the side of the room where coolers of water await.  My date stayed close behind me, holding onto my right hand so as to not lose me and become engulfed in the rhythmic dancing of strangers.  

This year, the thirst-quenching situation was the same as in years past.  At the cash bar, there are always plenty of cups and glasses and plenty of alcohol to drink.  But what about those of us who need to be the designated driver?  They do not cater to those individuals.  Rather, in a few places around the dance floor, coolers of water and cups are placed.  And unfortunately, at all the coolers of water, there were no cups left.  There are never any cups left.  There are used ones laying all over, littering the tables the coolers are on and the floor in the immediate vicinity.  But there were no cups.  How were we supposed to drink the water?  Get on our hands and knees and press the button and have it drip into our mouth?  At these President’s Balls, if the planners happened to plan correctly and had enough cups, then they would be out of water.  That happened at the first and third President’s Ball I attended.  But here, this night, all that wonderful cold water was waiting to cool my date and I off, but there were no cups to aid us.  It was always one thing or the other.

With a sigh, we threaded our way back through the dance floor and relocated our friends, where were “scream-told” them that there were no cups left.  And so we resumed our dancing until the end of the night.  During the two and half hours that we danced, only three slow songs were played.  Two of these were at the end of the night, fitting for couples to get close to one another and say their goodbyes.  These slow songs provide a chance for conservative dancers to actually get close to another person.  I was disappointed in the number of slow songs this year.  I know that DJs walk a fine line with this because many single girls are there and they get bored with slow songs, and yet there are many couples at the same time that I would think would want more slow songs.  I enjoy dancing with my fiancé, and only being able to get close and talk during three songs out of a hundred was not fulfilling.  The two couples we came with felt the same way.  With the final song, the DJ says good night, and gives the typical “Please don’t drive if you’ve been drinking” speech.  I hear this at the end of every Ball.  I think he gets paid to say that line.

In common tradition, the lights come on and dancegoers leave.  We all locate our claimed tables and put on our coats and [for some of us] our shoes.  On the way out, people steal table centerpieces and other decorations.  This year, the centerpieces were glittery red and white, mask-shaped “vases” with balloons attached.  These unique decorations disappeared quickly into coats and bags.  Also on the tables were little clear, square votive candleholders.  I saw several people taking anywhere from one to over a dozen of these and shoving them into coat pockets.  I picked one up and noticed that the price sticker was still on the bottom.  It read “3/$1”.  So those people who slipped those into their pockets were sure getting away with murder.  Then again, I must realize that we are all college students, and anything free is worth taking, no matter how cheap it was to begin with.

It is with the swiping of what decorations were left that we exited the building.  It was a good thing we didn’t check our coats into the coat-check area, because the line to get coats was about 200 yards long now.  Those people would be here forever.  And then they would get the wrong coat.  The masquerade dressed girl with “Wench” on her back was saying goodnight to us all as we left.  I didn’t want a wench telling me goodnight.  My feet ached from dancing, and my friends and I exited the building, through the elegant lobby and past the creepy security guard, who now appeared more relaxed as he slouched in his chair reading a magazine.  He didn’t eye us as suspiciously as we left as he had when we came in.  Maybe he thought we had more sense to be leaving then coming in.  

We stepped into the brisk 20 degree February air and ran across the road, dodging traffic, to make our way to the parking structure across the street that housed our vehicle.
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