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      Here’s the thing — it was just a prank.

      One of my roommates had managed to spy on me logging into my Tinder account one time, and then the others colluded to hack my account and change my profile so that it said I was a cuckold.

      That should have been the end of it. I mean, not that I usually get a huge number of matches, let alone messages from women I actually find attractive, but there was a long while where I didn’t get anything at all, and it was noticeable. Only when I decided to tweak my profile to see if something else worked did I notice my bio said I was a ‘cuckold looking for a hottie to constantly cheat on me’.

      Oh God. I was so embarrassed. And furious.

      My roommates thought it was hilarious, but once the anger cooled down a little, my paranoia took hold of me and took me for a ride.

      ‘What if everyone saw it, and I never get another match?’ I asked.

      ‘Just change your pictures,’ said Robbie dismissively. ‘Rewrite your bio — no one will remember.’

      ‘What if somebody from college recognizes me from my profile?’

      ‘Nobody remembers anybody from Tinder,’ said Matt.

      ‘What if it goes viral?’

      My roommates actually felt a little guilty, recognizing that they might have gone a little too far with their joke. They even started trying to reassure me, saying that hardly anyone from college would have seen my profile anyway, that the chances of anyone seeing it and knowing who I was were tiny. That even if someone happened to be interested in my photo, hardly anyone actually bothered to read people’s bios.

      I just sat there for a while gazing at my radioactive profile in horror, feeling my world collapsing around me.

      I suppose I should have changed it the moment I realized what they’d done — but it felt like closing the stable door after the horse had bolted, so what was the rush to fix it? Plus, I started believing my roommates that there was no danger of anyone who knew who I was seeing the doctored profile.

      But then that assumption was blown right out of the water.

      While I was stuck debating whether to transfer to a different college or adopt a drastic new style that would completely change my look, my phone bleeped, and the Tinder app suddenly announced that I had a new match.

      Uh… what?

      “You and Ella have liked each other,” the app told me.

      What. The. Fuck.

      At first, I assumed it was someone who wanted to make fun of me for the cuckolding disclosure on my doctored profile. The fact that the image of the girl who had supposedly ‘liked’ me was highly attractive only underlined my suspicion. I was just going to ignore it and get to re-writing my bio — but then I glanced a little closer at the mugshot of “Ella”, and to my surprise, I recognized her.

      Oh Jeez.

      It was a girl from my English class.

      Oh God.

      And not just any girl — the hottest girl in my English class, the girl who made me silently wince every time I laid eyes on her, she was so cute.

      The realization of who she was triggered a kind of depth charge of burning horror and embarrassment that exploded inside my stomach. Man, what kind of awful luck did I have that someone like her would see my Tinder profile claiming I was a cuckold?

      How could I ever show my face in class?

      I was pondering whether Ella was the type to start gossiping about me to other people in class and the rest of the college when it suddenly struck me that it was a little coincidental that the hottest girl in my English class had swiped right on me at this moment.

      I looked over at my roommates, who were naturally on their phones while we all lounged around the common living space of our suite-style dorm room, watching TV. Had one of them somehow faked a Tinder profile using Ella’s picture to continue messing with me?

      I jumped to my conclusion and angrily told them to stop being pricks.

      All three of them were surprised at that. I showed them the Tinder match I had with Ella. But when it was clear this was none of them extending the prank, my horror only deepened. Was this really from Ella? Was she and her friends giggling at what a loser this guy from her English class was?

      Was I going to be a laughing stock throughout the entire college?

      Oh, man.  

      In fairness to my roommates, they looked as horrified as I did, mortified that their prank might actually have destroyed my entire life at school.

      ‘Maybe… she’s really interested in you?’ Matt suggested, though even he didn’t sound convinced.

      ‘Nobody really reads people’s profiles before swiping on them,’ said Marv. ‘She saw your picture, liked you vaguely, swiped on it. Probably nothing to do with what we put on your profile.’

      I actually felt a little relieved. Marv always sounded like he knew what he was talking about, but then he was a science major, unlike the rest of us English Lit majors. But what he said seemed logical.

      Robbie said, ‘That’s pretty cool, huh? That she likes you?’  

      I actually felt a little burst of warmth in my chest from the thought of Ella expressing interest in the likes of me. But it seemed way too good to be true. Why would someone like her — one of the most attractive and popular girls in class — show any interest in a dork like me?

      ‘She probably doesn’t even recognize you from class,’ said Robbie.

      Matt said, ‘You should start sitting at the back with the jocks.’ He was laughing. ‘Maybe she’ll forget you usually sit at the front with us geeks, and ask you out.’

      ‘Ask him out?’ Marv chuckled.

      Yeah, it was all a joke.

      Robbie said, ‘She probably just swiped on loads of guys, anyway, and she’ll get matches with whoever she swiped on, so chances of her even noticing she swiped right on you are pretty tiny.’

      I nodded at that and felt reassured. Calm, even. I could persuade myself that my hacked profile hadn’t gone viral. That after lying low for a few weeks just to be sure, I might be able to forget all about any of this.

      But then, just as I picked up my phone, determined to clean up my offending profile, it bleeped with a new message in the Tinder app.

      Huh?

      ‘She messaged me,’ I announced to the room.

      There was a stunned silence in reply.

      I almost didn’t want to read the message, I was so dreading what it was going to say. My gut feeling was it wasn’t going to be good. I’d figured Robbie was right — she probably swiped right on a load of guys, and chances were if any of them had seen her first, she’d get plenty of matches. So why would she notice me? And why would she bother to send me a message?

      She had to be either disgusted at my profile now she’d taken a look at the small print — or else she was amused at the fake cuckold disclosure. I assumed she would want to either denounce me and ask me why I would put something so fucked up on my profile, or else taunt me about it.

      But I had to know whether she recognized me from class. Whether I was in danger of public humiliation.

      I held my breath and tapped on the ‘chat’ section of the app.

      My stomach lurched down into my shoes.

      Practically the first thing she said was a question about whether I was in her English class because she thought she recognized me.

      'Oh God... she knows it's me,' I groaned. 'She thinks I'm a cuckold.'

      Matt stifled a snigger.

      Robbie said, 'Maybe she likes that about you.'

      'Oh man. What do I do? Deny it's me? Tell her she's got me confused for someone else?'

      'Someone else who looks like you also called Danny?' Matt said.

      I groaned again.

      Robbie said, 'You'll see her in class and she'll know it was really you. You have no fucking poker face, man.'

      Oh Jeez.

      Then Marv said, 'So what she say in the rest of her message?' His deep voice snapped me out of my traumatized daze.

      ‘Uh… hang on…’

      I read the rest of her message to my flatmates:

      Are you really a cuckold? I found out what one is a few months ago, and I can’t believe how hot the concept is. But I never thought I’d run into a guy who was actually into it. I’m actually kinda impressed you put it on your profile. My friends say most guys would be too embarrassed, even though there’s nothing wrong with it when you think about it.

      My roommates were all laughing like hyenas now.

      I guess I was laughing with them, too, though now I felt like I had to reply to her, saying it was just a joke my roommates had played on me.

      She’d probably be embarrassed that she’d apparently fallen for the prank, got roped into my fake profile. That she had just admitted to being interested in the whole cuckolding thing.

      Well, I guess it wasn’t as shameful for women to be interested in cuckolding.

      But then Robbie said, ‘You know, if you told her you really are a cuckold, she might go on a date with you.’

      It wasn’t entirely clear if he was joking, but suddenly the chuckling around me all stopped. We were all pondering Robbie’s point, and it didn’t seem all that outlandish.

      ‘If I pretend I really am into cuckolding?’

      The words sounded shocking coming from my mouth.

      Matt laughed like a donkey. 'Maybe you’d get to fuck her!’

      And Marv added, ‘But then you’d have to pretend you wanted her to cheat on you…’

      But Robbie was actually serious. Well, he knew Ella from class, too. He said, ‘Wouldn’t it be worth it? Whatever you had to do to get her into bed.’

      The laughter died.

      We were all looking at each other, as if this were a serious possibility.

      ‘But I’d have to pretend to be a cuckold,’ I said.

      Actually, looking back, I hardly knew what being a cuckold involved. I just knew that people called guys ‘cucks’ sometimes, and it was meant to be disparaging.  

      Robbie said, ‘You’ve seen her in class. What would you do for the chance to sleep with her? Even just once?’

      I thought about her. The long, blonde hair. The jewel-like green eyes. That heavenly smile. The kind of figure that could persuade a monk to give up religion.

      Matt said, ‘I’d pretend I was a gay eunuch if I could sleep with her once.’

      Marv said with a wry grin, ‘I think the truth would come out when you got her in bed.’

      There was a moment where we contemplated Matt managing to get Ella into bed — somehow, as a gay eunuch — only for her to tear off his clothes and discover the truth about his nature.

      Then I took a beat and said, ‘I wouldn’t really be able to get her in bed. Even if she did believe I’m a cuckold.’

      I glanced around. I could hardly believe it, but it looked as though my roommates were genuinely thinking about how I might get Ella from English Lit class into bed. Insanity.

      Robbie said, ‘Look: she said she hardly thought she’d ever run into a guy who was into it. So it’s not like you’ve got competition if she really does want to explore the concept.’

      Matt added, ‘And she did say she was impressed at you for putting it on your profile.’

      My roommates are insane. Did I say that yet?

      I paused a beat and said dryly, ‘But I’d have to pretend to be a cuckold.’

      Then Marv said: ‘It can’t be that hard, can it?’

      Like we’d all decided it was worth me doing.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      ‘You really think she’d go for it?’ I said. ‘You think she’d date me if I made her think I’m genuinely into cuckolding?’

      It was astonishing to me that we were even considering it. But I looked at my roommates' expressions, and they all seemed to think this might be possible.

      Matt said, ‘Worth a shot?’

      Robbie shrugged, then nodded.

      ‘What if she doesn’t believe me?’ I asked.

      ‘What have you lost? You weren’t going to get to sleep with her anyway.’

      I furrowed my brow. ‘What if she’s pretending? If she and her friends are just winding me up?’

      Robbie and Matt looked at each other, and then at me, blankly.

      Marv actually got up off the couch and stepped over to take the phone out of my hands. I just let him, I didn’t know what was going on.

      He peered at the screen — at Ella’s message, and then said, ‘It doesn’t seem like the kind of thing she’d say if she was trying to set a trap for you. She seems kind of… earnest.’

      ‘Earnest,’ I said.

      There was another very pregnant pause.

      Then Marv, the sly genius, said calmly, ‘If it turns out she’s winding you up — you just turn the tables and say it was all a prank you were playing on her.’

      Oh.

      I could hardly believe I was going to try this.

      Then Matt said, ‘You need to send her a message back. Soon, otherwise she’ll think you’re not serious.’

      Seriously.

      Was I going to pretend to be a cuckold to try to bed the hottest girl in my class?

      And Robbie said, ‘We’ll help you.’
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      Well, there’s no shame in ignorance in my view. I knew nothing about cuckolding. So the first thing I did — even before Robbie and Matt pushed me to message Ella back — was to ask Google what the hell cuckolding really was.

      “A sexual interest in which one obtains sexual arousal from the experience of a romantic partner engaging in sexual activity with someone else.”

      I’m not going to lie, I didn’t know about any of that.

      I looked at Robbie and Matt and said, ‘So it’s not enough that I have to let her cheat on me… I’m supposed to get off on it, too?’

      My roommates were cackling, and I saw this was still a joke to them.

      'You're just pretending,' Matt pointed out.

      Robbie said, 'Yeah, what does it matter, once you've slept with her?'

      I nodded, tried not to take things so seriously. This was like planning some kind of stunt, I had to realize it probably wasn't going to work.

      But what if it did work?

      I couldn't help but feel a buzz from just the prospect of dating somebody like Ella from English Lit. I didn't even know her last name, but I'd seen her so many times in class, and every single time I'd felt my heart crushed by her beauty. Every guy in that class had to have some kind of crush on her.

      And now she had 'liked' me on Tinder, and was messaging me about my profile.

      Robbie said, ‘Look, here's an article about cuckolding on Cosmo.'

      He flashed his phone at me. I took it and read the first few paragraphs, which laid out the basic points of the kink.

      "Cuckolding is essentially a form of consensual non-monogamy, where one partner watches their lover having sex with another person."

      My jaw dropped.

      ‘So I’m supposed to watch her have sex with other guys?’ I said.

      If I’m honest, though, I was getting a chubby already. I suspected it was from the thought of watching Ella from my English class having sex. Whether it was with someone else was beside the point: my libido was responding to the thought as though she was simply a star in a real-life porn clip.

      ‘You’d get to watch her have sex?’ Marv said from the other side of the room, like it was a good thing.

      'Like live porn,' Matt was in awe.

      And I could to some extent understand the benefits of getting to watch somebody as beautiful as Ella in your own live porn performance. Yet I didn't see her as my girlfriend, it had to be different if you were dating her – if you were in love with her.

      Marv said, 'You'd have to look the other guy in the face while he's banging your girlfriend.'

      I didn't like the sound of that.

      Then Robbie pointed a little further in the Cosmo article and said, ‘No, look, it says some guys like to watch, but some just get told about it later.'

      ‘Hmm,’ I said, uneasy.

      The Cosmo article did underline the belief that cuckolding was mostly about watching. But Robbie was of the opinion that I just wanted to have sex with Ella — that anything that happened after that wouldn’t matter. I could break up with her as soon as she suggested actually fucking someone else.

      I nodded. ‘I suppose so.’

      Looking back, I’m not exactly proud of my plan to hoodwink the hottest girl in my class into having sex with me. But I was young, horny. Desperate. Stupid.

      ‘Come on, you better write something back to her,’ Robbie warned me.

      I started tapping out a message in the Tinder chat that Ella had started with me.

      >Hey, Ella — I think I am in your English class — I recognize you too.

      But then my ideas dried up.

      ‘What should I write next?’ I asked my roommates.

      We pondered it for a few moments. I looked back at her message:

      >Are you really a cuckold? I found out what one is a few months ago, and I can’t believe how hot the concept is. But I never thought I’d run into a guy who was actually into it.

      I sighed.

      ‘If I say yes, I’m a cuckold, then I’m outright lying to her,’ I pointed out.

      Matt and Robbie kind of understood where I was coming from — at some point, the lie would probably be disclosed, and then someone in my English class would think I was a complete a-hole.

      Maybe I was a complete a-hole, doing what I was doing, anyway.

      From the other side of the room, Marv said, ‘The lie is in your profile. So if you get in an argument about it, you can blame us for that.’

      ‘But she’d just say I was perpetuating the lie, making her believe I was a cuckold.

      ‘Look, you kind of have to try to believe the lie yourself, or accept that you’re a lying piece of shit.’

      ‘Try to believe I’m into cuckolding?’

      Marv shrugged. ‘Maybe you’re into it. But you never tried it. So when you try it, and she goes off to fuck someone else — after she’s fucked you, of course — you can then say you were wrong. You changed your mind. You’re not a cuckold after all.’

      I nodded, but not entirely convinced. ‘I guess that feels a little better.’

      Robbie said, ‘Look, just use this bit from the article — that some people see cuckolding as a way to combat boredom or repetition in a relationship, and find that sexual variety actually strengthens their relationship with their partner, especially as they’re able to learn more about what their partner enjoys.’

      I thought about it, and it seemed logical. I added a version to my message to Ella, and made it seem like I was explaining why I was into cuckolding, rather than outright confirming I was a cuckold.

      Suddenly, there was a reply from Ella:

      >That’s a really nice way of seeing it. And it’s so important to learn. I worry that when I’m with a guy, and neither of us has had much experience, we’ll never appreciate the full possibilities life has to offer. But with cuckolding, a woman can get experience from other people and then show her loving partner exactly what she likes.

      I felt an odd little shiver reading that message from her. It almost seemed like an attractive proposition: that I would get to sleep with Ella, even if she went off and slept with other people as well. And she would come back from her dates and tell me exactly what she liked, teaching me how to be better in bed.

      Matt said quietly, ‘You know… if I got to sleep with Ella from English class… I might be okay with her seeing other guys too… if I definitely got to sleep with her, like, more than once.’

      It was weird — I was trembling a little. It was because Ella from English was messaging me. That we were talking about sex. The possibility of me having it with her.

      And that seemed to soften my view on this whole cuckolding thing. Maybe Matt was right. Maybe if I were dating Ella, and I just turned a blind eye to what she was doing with other guys… I could sleep with her more than just once.

      Marv’s deep voice spiked my contemplative pause. He said, ‘You know it’s not a big deal. A lot of people start dating a girl, and it’s not exclusive. Not until you’re both ready to commit to one person. This would just be like the first stage of dating.’

      God, I was so pathetic. My raging hormones were focused only on getting Ella into bed. Beyond that, I wasn’t even really thinking.

      At the same time, the thought of Ella telling me exactly what she liked in bed… that was kind of sexy. The few girls I’d slept with so far in my life had just kind of let me do stuff to them — and that had become pretty boring after a short while.

      ‘What should I write next?’ I said, but was already looking for my answer lower down in the Cosmo article. It was like doing a comprehension question in English Lit: scan through the text, then try to use it to respond to the question.

      While Matt and Robbie ummed and erred, and Marv sat on the other side of the room playing Candy Crush, I found my answer and tapped it out to Ella:

      >The important thing is making sure everyone involved is comfortable and consenting to what is happening. Tons of communication, discussion of safer sex methods, setting boundaries, and being honest with each other during the whole journey.

      Then, not long after that, Ella wrote back:

      >You seem like you have a handle on it — have you done this before with anyone?

      I glanced at my roommates. Robbie said, ‘You should tell her you’re into it, but you never did it in real life before.

      Matt agreed. ‘You should keep the lie as contained as possible,’ he said. ‘And… she said she never met anyone who was into this before. It seems like she’s more interested in exploring it with someone than getting with someone who has done it all before.’

      ‘Okay…’ I said, and tapped out a reply:

      >I never actually tried it in real life before. I never met anyone who seemed interested in it before.

      Well, it was true. I hadn’t met anyone interested in cuckolding before. But I also hadn’t talked to anyone about it before. Ah well, it wasn’t yet more lying.

      Ella replied:

      >I guess some women would think if you want them to sleep with other guys, it’s because you want them to let you sleep with other women. That’s what I read somewhere. But if you understand the kink, you realize the guy is into you and the fact that you’re sexually available to other men, and he’s not interested in other women.

      I could actually understand someone not being interested in sleeping with other women if they had Ella as a girlfriend. It would be like having a diamond and being offered various lumps of coal.

      I replied with another vague truism that seemed to work in the moment:

      >I think a lot of people don’t want to step outside the safe boundaries of what they already know when it comes to dating. But I think maybe college is a good time to try things.  

      I heard Robbie say, ‘Yeah, that’s good.’

      I had almost forgotten that two of my roommates were crowding around my phone while I was chatting with Ella. My third roommate was still slumped on a couch on the opposite side of the room.

      I glanced at Matt, amused at how fascinated they seemed by this. Why were they so interested in me getting to sleep with Ella from English class? It was like they wanted to live vicariously through me. That if someone they knew was banging the blonde goddess from English Lit, then that was good enough for them.

      The next thing Ella asked me was whether I thought jealousy would be a problem if I tried cuckolding in real life.

      Was I a jealous person? I honestly couldn’t remember actively feeling jealous. And in that moment, when my mind was so focused on achieving only the sex-with-Ella part of this venture, I couldn’t even really imagine being jealous of somebody else sleeping with her after me. It was a little like trying to imagine what lay beyond the edge of the universe.

      ‘Here,’ said Robbie, pointing his phone at me again as though the Cosmo article offered an easy solution to Ella’s question.  

      Talking about people who enjoy cuckolding as a fetish, it said: “the jealousy they feel from watching their partner with another person adds an exciting element to their relationship and can add a new dimension to their sex life.”

      At the time, I didn’t fully understand what that meant — how it would feel to actually experience it. But it seemed relevant to Ella’s query. So, like some kind of crappy AI chatbot, I regurgitated the information as though it was a hard fact, not really answering the question as to whether I would be jealous, but at least indicating that I believed if jealousy occurred, it might somehow be an enjoyable component of the adventure.

      Man, this was an idiotic way to try to seduce somebody.

      I was in a daze, wondering what life would really be like if I were actually dating someone like Ella from English Lit — when a gasp from Robbie snapped me out of it.

      Ella had just asked if I wanted to grab a coffee sometime, perhaps after class, so we could talk more about it.

      ‘You’re going on a date with Ella from English class,’ my roommate whispered in awe.

      ‘It’s just coffee,’ I pointed out.

      ‘It’s still a date,’ Matt insisted. Once again, I was amused at how my roommates wanted this to happen. They’d never shown any particular interest in my love life before.

      ‘Yeah,’ Robbie agreed. ‘She wants to meet you to see if she wants to sleep with you. That’s a date in anybody’s book.’
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      Oh man, I was so nervous the next morning. It felt like when I was visiting colleges for interviews. Butterflies in my stomach while I spent an inordinate amount of time deciding what to wear — wanted to be stylish, didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard.

      Matt complained at me for taking such a long shower before class, he eventually had to use the one in the disabled bathroom down the hallway.

      ‘It’s only coffee, you know,’ he said, but I could see he could see where I was coming from.

      I felt nauseous as I walked across campus with my roommates toward the lecture theater, terrified I would see Ella on the way and that she would laugh at me for believing she wanted to have coffee with me.

      Robbie hardly ever turned up for class when it was in the morning, but he had forced himself out of bed to find out whether Princess Ella really would go for a coffee with dorky Danny.

      ‘You think I should… sit next to her in class?’ I asked the two of them as we approached the gaggle of classmates beginning to file into the lecture hall.

      ‘God, no,’ said Robbie. ‘Then the English class turns into your first date, only you can’t talk to her, and all her friends are there to judge you.’

      I was grateful for the advice. I felt so completely out of my depth. Oh, Jesus, there she was. She looked unbelievably beautiful — her blonde hair almost shining, those big green eyes and bright smile dazzling. She was wearing a fairly casual ensemble, but it hinted at the kind of mouthwatering figure I could hardly believe any man would ever be fortunate enough to see in her underwear, let alone naked in bed.

      Had she really messaged me on Tinder?

      And if it was true, and not some weird wet dream, did she really want to cuckold me?

      And if she wanted to cuckold me… would that involve having actual sex with me?

      She was almost too beautiful. I couldn’t face making eye contact with her on the way into the lecture or in the lecture itself. I was terrified she’d spot me and give me a withering look, like she couldn’t believe how ugly I was in person, that she’d made a huge mistake expressing any kind of interest in me at all.

      My other fear was that she didn’t know I existed, that the whole Tinder messaging, meeting-up-for-coffee thing was just part of my roommates’ extended prank.

      I was a trembling, shivering, nerve-jangling, queasy wreck as I sat there trying to listen to our English Professor droning on about foreshadowing in Great Expectations. Trying not to hurl.  

      All through class, I was too frightened to even turn around, let alone look in her direction.

      Then the clock was winding closer and closer to the end of the hour, and it felt like the end of the world was coming. My fears were turning to paranoia — I was going to get humiliated in front of all my classmates.

      Then our Professor finished his lecture and wished us a good morning, and Robbie said: ‘The time has come.’

      I nearly threw up right then and there.

      ‘You guys aren’t still winding me up with this?’ I asked, desperately making clear how awful it would be if they were.

      ‘No!’ Matt laughed. ‘Jesus, we’re not monsters.’

      ‘What if somebody else is pranking me?’ I asked.

      Robbie chuckled. ‘What would be the chances of being the victim of two practical jokes by two entirely separate parties?’

      It was like, what were the chances of getting struck twice by lightning? Or getting involved in two air crashes. But it occasionally happened to people.

      ‘What if her friends were playing a prank on her?’ I said, horrified that everyone around us was now talking and packing up their stuff and getting ready to flee the lecture theater, and it was time for me to approach Ella and either humiliate myself completely or… go for coffee with the most stunning woman I’d ever seen in real life.

      And actually, the second option might also lead to me completely humiliating myself.

      I stuffed my notes into my folder, and then my folder into my book bag, and took a deep breath before turning around to look up the tiers of seats where Ella was casually chatting with her friends while getting ready to leave.

      She didn’t look up, didn’t look in my direction, didn’t seem at all curious whether I had remembered we were supposed to be going for coffee after class.

      ‘What should I do? Just go up to her?’ I said to my roommates under my breath.

      Robbie said, ‘Let her leave first. If you’re supposed to be going for coffee, she’ll have to wait for you. If it’s a prank, she’s not going to hang around; she’ll just disappear.’

      I nodded and paused, turning away from the popular crowd as they began to leave the hall, making it look like I was caught up in conversation with my fellow dorks.

      But then the hall was empty apart from the three of us, and Robbie and Matt were leading the way up the steps to the exit at the back of the room. Oh God. Was this really happening? I walked out of the room like I was on the way to my execution.

      When we emerged from the lecture theater, there was nobody in the hallway outside.

      My heart was thumping hard. I glanced around me, carrying out a quick search of the environs. There was no sign of Ella, nor any of our other classmates — we were the stragglers, everyone else had gone.

      My heart did a huge leap off a high dive, and plunged into my feet.

      ‘Ah well, knew it was too good to be true,’ I said, faking being calm, pretending it was no biggie, while my insides were being quietly minced.

      ‘Maybe she forgot,’ said Matt as we headed for the building exit.

      ‘Maybe she got called to some emergency,’ suggested Robbie.

      We left the building, and I took a deep breath of fresh air, trying to suppress my anguish at being stood up. Or pranked. Or whatever.

      ‘You think they were pranking me?’ I asked the others as we headed toward the cafeteria for some lunch.

      ‘Maybe,’ Robbie said. ‘In which case, you did well. You didn’t go bounding up to her after class and ask her right in front of her buddies where she wants to go for coffee.’

      ‘No, I didn’t,’ I agreed, trying to find the positives.

      Then: ‘Danny?’

      Her voice stopped me dead in my tracks.

      There she was.

      On her own.

      My jaw dropped.

      She smiled, and I detected a faint blush in her cheeks, which surprised me because I hadn’t thought she could get any more beautiful. Man, she was even more stunning close up — and now as I breathed, it was scented by the most unbelievably soft floral sweetness.

      ‘Uh… hi…’ I stammered.

      I glanced around to see whether Robbie and Matt could see her, too. But they had apparently walked on without me, fleeing my side like the worst kind of cowards. As I twisted to look at them, they grinned back at me, Matt offering me a thumbs-up sign, Robbie giving me a little fist pump, their expressions wishing me luck.

      I was on my own.

      She said softly, ‘I’m sorry, I should have waited for you, outside class…’

      ‘No, it’s okay,’ I said, feeling the red heat of acute embarrassment flushing through me at the knowledge that she could see me; she was right here, she was talking to me, she expected me to impress her. ‘I couldn’t see you, so…’

      ‘I doubled back,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want… my friends…’

      She didn’t want her friends to see me.

      What little dignity I had left kind of died in that moment.

      Her blush strengthened, and she flashed me a very uncomfortable smile as though she realized what I was thinking, what impression she had given me. Of being ashamed to have to talk to me.

      ‘They can be fricking losers when I’m trying to talk to a cute guy,’ she said with a coy smile, and I almost couldn’t believe what she was saying.

      ‘My friends too,’ I grinned, flicking my head briefly to indicate Robbie and Matt, who were rapidly disappearing into the distance. Then I added, ‘I mean… when I’m trying to talk to a cute girl… uh… woman.’

      Oh God, that horse chestnut. ‘Woman’ was such a fuddy-duddy-sounding word when you were referring to someone as wincingly beautiful as Ella, and yet these days, ‘girl’ is seen as infantilizing.

      But Ella just smiled and ran her eyes all over me, apparently not worrying if I was standing there stuffing my foot into my mouth. She was assessing me, as though surprised at what she was seeing, in a good way.

      There was a brief pause where I thought she might suddenly decide our meeting had run its course, and she’d had enough of me.

      Then she said brightly, ‘Come on, I need a coffee.’
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      We walked across campus to Starbucks, which  was annoyingly busy, but thankfully, there was nobody in there that I recognized. On the way there, I could hardly believe who I was walking with. I caught envious glances from other guys seeing us together — some of them, I could tell, were thinking Beauty and the Beast memes.

      Inside Starbucks, we purchased our hot beverages and then made our way to find a table, which I was fairly sure we were not going to get. But as soon as Ella ventured among the mortals, a table did magically open up.

      She was gracious about it, but at the same time very aware that it was her beauty that had prompted the guy in the corner to vacate his highly valuable place for our benefit.

      And then I was sitting down with Ella from English class. I was having coffee with —

      It wasn’t ever going to not seem weird to me.

      I took a little longer to get comfortable than I should have, because I was trying to think about what I ought to say. How was this kind of thing supposed to go? Did we start with some small talk? How are you? What’s your favorite color? Tell me about your childhood.

      Or did we get right into the whole cuckolding thing?

      Because I was very aware that, strangely enough, the only reason I was having coffee one-on-one with the hottest girl in class was that my Tinder profile had said I was a cuckold, and I was looking to get cuckolded.

      But it was Ella who broke the ice. She leaned over her coffee and said with a faintly conspiratorial tone, ‘Okay, first of all, there’s something I need to say but… It’s going to sound awful.’

      ‘You can tell me,’ I said, feeling my heart drop again, certain she was going to tell me she wasn’t attracted to me after all, that she didn’t think this was going to work.

      But then she said, ‘I don’t think my friends should know we’re dating.’

      ‘Oh.’

      This put me in two minds. Firstly, she was ashamed of me. And secondly, she had said we were dating.

      Seriously?

      There was an awkward silence while she was waiting for me to properly react.

      I said: ‘Because I’m a dork?’

      She seemed genuinely surprised at this information. She said, ‘You’re a dork?’ and looked at me again as though with fresh eyes. ‘Oh, are you?’

      I shrugged. No point in denying it. It was going to come out sooner or later.

      ‘I never dated a dork before.’

      She flashed me the sweetest smile. It practically melted my insides.

      Then she said, ’No. The thing is… I’ve thought about it a lot. And if I tell everyone we’re dating, and introduce you to all my friends… when I start cuckolding you, they’re going to get the wrong idea.’

      She said the word ‘cuckolding’ deliberately softly, as though it was shameful or offensive. I’d read enough about the subject overnight to know it wasn't exactly accepted in mainstream society. I glanced around, feeling a fresh wave of anxiety. There were a lot of people around. And yet the fact that Starbucks was so crowded almost seemed to help us keep our conversation to ourselves — the rumble of public conversation lending us privacy.

      Ella saw that I needed a few more dots joined. She said, ‘They’ll think I’m cheating on you. Well, I will be cheating on you. But they’ll think I’m being a complete slut.’

      I was shaking a little, but at the same time, I was oddly roused. It seemed odd to me that I should feel this kind of excitement when this beautiful woman was talking about cheating on me, but I think my body was taking the view that, in order to properly cheat on me, she had to sleep with me first.

      And in that moment, I really didn’t mind the thought of being kept secret
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