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“Introducing... PhenoX!” The thumping in my chest surged into my throat, each beat reverberating through my entire body. My breaths came in short, shallow gasps, but it felt like I wasn’t getting any air at all. My new name echoed through the grand ballroom, bouncing off the walls before settling in my ears in the commanding voice of my Dean of Pledges. PhenoX, like the bird... Phoenix. A symbol of rebirth and resilience. I liked it. I liked it a lot.

Standing third on the pledge line, I tried to steady myself, but the overwhelming mix of excitement and anxiety had taken full control. The names of my line bruhs were being called one by one, but they were nothing more than muffled sounds to me, skipping over like pebbles skimming across a pond. The thumping in my chest finally began to subside, leaving behind only the uncontrollable trembling of my hands. Sweat beaded down my face, trapped beneath the white plastic mask clinging to my skin. The room started to sway, the faces of my bruhs and the crowd around us blurring together. I was sure I was about to meet the floor. Then, a firm grip on my shoulder jolted me back. The world snapped into focus as #2 shook me, her voice slicing through the haze. 

“Take off your mask,” she yelled, her voice urgent but filled with a shared excitement. Her words were a lifeline, pulling me back from the brink.

I tore off my mask, blocking rapidly as my eyes adjusted to the light. Everything seemed sharper, clearer, as if I were seeing the world with new eyes. #2 peered at me, concern etched on her face. “Bro, are you crying?”

“I’m sweating! Fuck off me!” I snapped, yanking away and knocking her hand from my shoulder. My heart was still racing, but now there was a clarity in my mind—a realization of what just happened.

“We made it bro! We Nu Delta Chi!” she chuckled, her laughter a mixture of relief and triumph. She turned towards #1, her eyes gleaming with pride.

I inhaled deeply, the cool air washing over my face, throat, and lungs, soothing the fire that had been burning inside me. As I exhaled, the fog in my mind lifted, revealing the crowd of women before us, their cheers and applause filling the room. The sound was overwhelming, a wave of support and celebration that crashed over us.

My chest heaved with emotion, and I felt a tear slip down my cheek, quickly swiped away by the back of my hand. The weight of our achievement settled in. We had done it. We were Nu Delta Chi.

***
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FOR THE LAST SIX WEEKS, I had poured every ounce of my energy and dedication into building a bruhhood with my line bruhs as we journeyed towards Nu Delta Chi Fraternity. Each day blurred into the next, filled with a relentless cycle that left little room for anything beyond our pledge commitments. Every minute away from school or work was devoted to pledging, and it felt as though I was living two lives, each demanding my full attention.

We spent countless hours in study sessions, huddled together in dimly lit rooms or connected through video calls, going over the fraternity’s rich history, its revered lineage, intricate symbols, and inspiring poems. The Big Bruhs, our mentors and gatekeepers, seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of questions. They quizzed us at every opportunity, their faces stern and expectant. The pressure was immense, and the stakes felt impossibly high. If we didn’t know the answers to their questions, our punishment was... well, let’s just say it only took us one grueling pledge session, we quickly learned we wouldn’t miss another question again.

I remember midterm night vividly, the November Atlanta air thick with tension as we gathered around a worn-out table. Melinda, our Dean of Pledges, fixed each of us with a sharp gaze. “Who can tell me the significance of the phoenix in our crest?” she asked, her voice cutting through the air. My heart pounded in my chest. I knew the answer, but the weight of the moment made my tongue feel heavy.

“The phoenix represents rebirth and renewal, symbolizing our fraternity’s resilience and commitment to growth,” I finally answered, my voice steady despite the nerves tightening my throat.

Melinda nodded, a hint of a smile playing at her lips. “Good. Remember that.”

It almost seemed like they were disappointed when we got answers right, as if they were looking for a reason to push us harder, to see how much we could take. The intensity of their scrutiny was matched only by the depth of their knowledge, and we knew that every question, every challenge, was designed to mold us into worthy members of Nu Delta Chi.

We were expected to know everything about all eight pledges on our line, in addition to all the fraternal information. It was a daunting task, but it forged an unbreakable bond between us. Most of us lived in Atlanta, but a few of my line bruhs were scattered across different states, which added another layer of complexity. To keep things fair, so most of our pledge process was conducted over the phone or via video conference. Late-night calls became our norm.

One night, during a particularly grueling video call, Kiana spoke up. “I swear, if I hear one more question about the lineage, my brain might explode,” she joked, her laughter a welcome relief from the tension.

“Better that than dealing with another punishment,” I replied seriously. “We can’t afford any more fuck-ups.”

“We can’t let them carry this burden alone,” I said during one of our planning sessions. “We’re in this together.”

“Agreed,” Keisha added. “We all contribute, or it doesn’t work.”

It was a tangible expression of the bond we were building. The financial strain was real, but the solidarity it fostered was priceless. We were learning that being part of Nu Delta Chi was about more than individual achievements; it was about collective strength and unwavering support for one another.

***
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MY EYELIDS FLUTTERED as I struggled to stay awake. It had been weeks since I’d gotten more than four hours of uninterrupted sleep. The bruhs of Nu Delta Chi and the sisters of Nu Nu Lambda sent vibrations through the hotel ballroom’s walls and floors. A stampede of bruhs rushed toward us. Once we were done receiving our congratulations, it was time to party. Nu Delta Chi was infamous for their underground parties that no one seemed to attend, yet the stories spread faster than wildfire. I was dying to know if the rumors were true.

The night air outside the hotel was cool, a refreshing contrast to the warm energy inside. The bruhs and sisters spilled out onto the street, their laughter and chatter filling the night. I walked with my line bruhs. We were a unit, stronger together than we ever could be alone.

Kiana was beside me, her excitement palpable. “Can you believe it, PhenoX? We’re finally here,” she said.

“I know, Key. It’s surreal,” I replied, my voice steady but my mind still reeling from the night’s events.

The club was a hidden gem, tucked away in an unremarkable part of the city. The entrance was discreet, but inside, the atmosphere was electric. The music pulsed through the room, its steady beat syncing with the rhythm of my heart. The lights were dim, casting a warm glow over the crowd. The energy was contagious, and I felt my exhaustion melt away, replaced by a surge of euphoria.

I found myself on the dance floor, surrounded by my line bruhs and line sisters. The music coursed through us, celebrating not just our accomplishment, but the bond we had forged. The night blurred into a haze of laughter, music, and movement, a perfect climax to our journey.

As the night wound down, I found myself outside the hotel, a blunt clutched between my fingers, its calming burn a welcome relief. Kiana was beside me, her arm lazily draped over my shoulder. “We did it, bruh. We’re Nu Delta Chi! Can you believe this shit?” she slurred, her voice soft but thick with pride.

“Yeah, we did,” I replied, nudging her with my elbow as I passed the blunt, my voice reflecting the same pride and satisfaction.

We stood there for a moment, smoking in comfortable silence, letting it all sink in. When the blunt burned out, I dropped it and crushed it under my shoe.

As we headed back into the hotel, I couldn’t help but smile. The night had been everything I’d hoped for—and more.
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I strolled down the quiet, tree-lined streets of McDonough, a leafy suburb just outside the bustling city of Atlanta. The crisp evening air carried the faint scent of freshly mowed lawns and blooming flowers, a sharp contrast to the noise and chaos of the fraternity gathering that had taken over my house the night before. I’d parked my car on the street to make room for all the bruhs in my driveway, a small sacrifice for convenience.

It was Friday evening, and the vibrant energy of the approaching weekend was beginning to seep into the air. I slid into my car, a familiar sense of freedom washing over me as I pulled away from my house. The smooth, rhythmic voice of my audiobook filled the space, providing a calming backdrop to my drive. Glancing at the graduation tassel hanging from my rearview mirror, I couldn’t help but smile. It was a symbol of my recent accomplishment—earning my bachelor’s degree in psychology and quickly rising through the ranks of Nu Delta Chi. Many of the roles I aspired to required both experience and time, but I was patient, knowing my moment would come.

As I approached the restaurant, I was pleasantly surprised to find a parking spot right on the same street. Flipping down my visor, I checked my reflection, making sure my light caramel complexion and jet-black curls were in place. My outfit was neat, though I adjusted my button-up shirt and shifted my sports bra for comfort. Before Nu Delta Chi, sports bras were reserved for workouts, but the awkward stares in locker rooms with my bruhs had prompted me to adopt them more regularly. Now, I wore them not just for exercise, but anytime I knew the bruhs would be around. They offered a blend of support and concealment that had become an essential part of my wardrobe.

Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves, I locked my car and headed into the popular vegan restaurant. The lively chatter and laughter of my bruhs greeted me as soon as I stepped inside, instantly easing any lingering tension. The restaurant buzzed with energy, the warm, inviting aroma of vegan delicacies filling the air.

Among the familiar faces was Melinda Robinson—known within our fraternity circles as KaptivatN—my Dean of Pledges. At 31, Melinda was a seasoned member. The fluorescent bulbs highlighted her neatly styled waves, underscoring her composed, confident demeanor. In the past few weeks, she’d become more than just a mentor; she was a confidante. She flashed me a charming smile, one that always seemed to carry a hint of encouragement.

Next to her was Kiana Porter, her muscular frame and easy smile making her a comforting presence. She waved at me with enthusiasm. “PhenoX! Over here!” Kiana and I had grown close since we crossed together, and her presence was always a source of fun.

Navigating through the crowd, I returned smiles to the women around me until I reached my bruhs.

“What the hell are you doing here, LB?” I playfully shoved Kiana’s shoulder. She lived in Milwaukee but frequently found her way to Atlanta. I was sure she’d make the move permanent soon.

“You know I had to be here for these intake meetings. I’m trying to be a Dean,” she chuckled, settling back down.

As I took my seat, I noticed Keisha Watts at another table. Her long brown locs cascaded down her back, and her gaze lingered on me a little too long, a hint of something unreadable in her eyes. I quickly looked away. Keisha, a Black and Asian lesbian with an androgynous style and hyper-masculine demeanor, wasn’t involved with intake, so technically, she wasn’t invited to our meetup. Still, that shouldn’t have stopped her from saying hi.

We ordered our food, and the conversation naturally shifted to fraternity business. Aaron Gates sat across from me, quietly observing the dynamics at the table. Melinda broke the silence.

“Okay, Ambber Perkins,” she announced, tossing a file onto the table for everyone to look through. I knew the contents well—Ambber was my recruit.

“This one’s yours, right, Aaron?” Kiana giggled, nudging me. Aaron, also known as Virile, fully embodied her nickname.

“I don’t own these women, Key. But whatever her and I had isn’t going to interfere with her pledging.” Aaron didn’t even look up from the papers in her hands.

“It’s probably easier to list the studs in Atlanta Aaron hasn’t had,” Melinda joked. Aaron flipped her off and returned to the papers. “The better question is, are y’all still messing around?”

Aaron paused, weighing her options before settling on an answer. “Why does that matter? Like I said, whatever we may or may not have had won’t affect her pledging, and I won’t be anywhere near her line.”

“Good enough for me. So, what do y’all think?” Melinda turned to the rest of us.

“You know what I think. She’s got the potential to be a strong leader, but she’s married.” We all turned back to Aaron. “That might be a problem because her wife is pledging Nu Nu Lambda.”  

“Aaron bruh! What the fuck!” Melinda slammed her fist on the table, shaking all the glasses. Aaron calmly picked up her glass just as it was about to tip over, took a slow sip, and placed it back on the table. She looked up at Melinda with a blank, nonchalant expression and shrugged. The table remained silent, watching their exchange.

“Can she handle it, Brittani?” Melinda asked, her gaze shifting to me.

“How am I supposed to know?” I replied with a shrug, furrowing my brow. Recruiting members didn’t involve delving into their personal lives.

“Being a good leader means managing your personal issues while maintaining your role in the fraternity. That’s something you should know. It should be one of your top criteria,” Melinda said, tilting her head like a curious puppy.
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