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The humidity hit Shauna Whitmore the second she stepped off the plane, thick as a wet blanket, clinging to her skin like it had a claim on her. She'd read about New Orleans weather—oppressive, sultry, alive—but nothing could've prepared her for the way the air itself seemed to press against her, heavy with the scent of magnolias, diesel, and something rich and spicy she couldn't name. Gumbo, she'd learn later. Her Uber driver, a stout man with a voice like gravel and a Saints cap tilted low, didn't say much as they rolled into the city. But his radio did—brass horns, a woman's throaty laugh, a bassline that made her pulse jump.

"That's Rebirth Brass Band," he finally said, catching her staring. "You new here?"

Shauna nodded, fingers tightening around her phone. "First time."

"Where you from?"

"Missouri." She hesitated. "Branson."

The man chuckled. "Oh, baby. You 'bout to get baptized."

She didn't ask what he meant.

XULA's campus was nothing like the brochures. It was louder. More colourful. More... Black. Shauna had known, academically, that Xavier was a historically Black university. But knowing and seeing were two different things. The sidewalks pulsed with students—girls in cropped sweatshirts and gold hoops, guys in crisp polos and sneakers so fresh they gleamed, clusters of friends laughing in a language half slang, half soul. Her sundress and sandals suddenly felt like a costume.

Her dorm room was a shoebox with bunk beds. Her roommate, Jenna, was already there, unpacking a duffel bag with the ease of someone who'd done this before.

"You Shauna?" Jenna didn't look up, her braids swinging as she shoved a stack of jeans into a drawer.

"Yeah. You Jenna?"

"Mmhmm." Finally, she turned, eyes skimming Shauna head to toe. "Oh. You're white white."

Shauna's face burned. "I—yeah?"

Jenna smirked. "Relax, Snow. Just making sure you know what you signed up for."

Shauna had never been the minority before. It was in the little things: the stares in the dining hall when she reached for collard greens, clueless; the whispers ("Who's the blondie in Chem 101?"); the music—everywhere, always, thumping from dorm rooms, cars, the quad. She called her dad on the third night, voice hushed in the stairwell. She figured that’d be semi-private, and at least more quiet.

"How's it going, kiddo?"

"It's... different," Shauna responded. She probably sounded a little nervous.

"Different bad?" her Dad asked her.

Shauna hesitated. "Different... exciting?" She didn’t want him to think she wasn’t enjoying herself, or that she wasn’t safe.

A pause. "Just remember who you are, Shauna."

“I will, Daddy,” she replied. That made for the end of their conversation.

She hung up, throat tight.

"You're coming to the ΚΕΛ party Friday." Jenna tossed a flyer on Shauna's bed—neon ink, a fleur-de-lis with Greek letters.

"What's ΚΕΛ?" Shauna asked.

"Kappa Epsilon Lambda. Only some of the finest men on campus." Jenna arched a brow. "You scared?"

"No," Shauna said, wanting to seem cool.

"Good. 'Cause they'll eat you alive," Jenna teased.

Even though Shauna was a bit naive, she was certain Jenna was exaggerating. She was sure of it.
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