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A BRIEF EXCERPT FROM BOARDING PASS 

BY PAUL CUMBO 

 

Chapter 1 

 

I only cheated once in high school.  

I was fifteen, and I did it to help my best friend. He didn't make me do it. He didn't even ask me to. It was 

entirely my idea, and it was rooted in the desperate, saccharine type of love and hate that exists simultaneously 

between boys growing up together, especially the embattled kind of growing up that happens in a boarding school. 

It's a sort of loyalty, but it isn't perfect. It's tainted with envy. That envy certainly existed between the two of us, and 

it fueled a sort of underlying, unspoken competition. The competition was overshadowed by affection, though, and 

for the first six months of my sophomore year, Trey Daniels was the best friend I could ask for.  

Like any kids in tenth grade, we took a lot of tests. Some of them were multiple-choice—the kind with the 

bubble sheets where you mark your answers with a number-two pencil. During one of these tests, I didn't write my 

own name, Matthew Derby, on the answer sheet. Instead, I wrote, "Trey Daniels." And he wrote my name in place 

of his. The teacher never found out, so when she put our scores in the grade book, I failed and he passed. It was 

only one grade and I was a strong student, so it didn't affect my average much. On the other hand, it was enough to 

keep him afloat for a while.  

But only for a while, as it turned out.   

The ability of boys to accept each other despite our differences is remarkable. That's not to say we always do, 

but the truth is, in contrast to the men we eventually become, most boys are surprisingly unassuming, tolerant, and 

open. I imagine the same might be said about girls and women, but I wouldn't know half as well, never having been 

either. There's something about the warmth and vital intensity of the early friendships that form among boys, 

qualities that become increasingly elusive as the years go on. I'm surprised that I've noticed this already. In fact, a 

perspective like this might even sound a little bit ridiculous coming from me, since I'm only twenty-one. But it's true. 

I've noticed that friendships have changed. Those memories of boyhood are already taking on vague sepia tones. 

Now those tones come in varying shades—mostly in the warm palette of trust, warmth, acceptance and joy. 

But there are colder, darker hues, too. There's anger and confusion and betrayal and sadness. There's the desolation 

and abandonment a kid feels when his father fails him, like Trey's did, or the way you feel when your best friend—
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that one guy who, for a while, is your confidant and your wingman and your backup—leaves you behind, 

intentionally or not, as mine did to me when he disappeared halfway through sophomore year. 

 This is the part where you might, understandably, think this is another sad story about a boy's untimely 

death—a reflective elegy shared years later in serious tones with nostalgic perspective. I'm afraid it isn't quite that 

dramatic. In fact, I'm not so sure that anything I'm about to tell you is all that dramatic. I just want to tell you about 

a friend who taught me about decisions, forgiveness, and courage. In the process, he helped me figure out some of 

the things that a twenty-one-year-old guy needs to figure out. You might say he gave me the kick-start I needed to 

face reality. To realize how much I'd been hesitating to grow up.  

A quick disclaimer: If I'm going to write about decisions and courage, I should start by telling you that I 

haven't been all that decisive or courageous lately. I'm lucky. I've got one year of college left. Everything looks great 

on paper. But the truth is, things haven't been too clear for the past year or so. A guy in my position is supposed to 

have things pretty well mapped out. He's supposed to have direction. Well, until recently, I had little. They say that's 

a thing about this generation: we have so many choices that we can't make decisions. Accurate. Well said. See, 

there's a difference between choices and decisions. You make a choice at the drive-through. Coke or Sprite. Extra 

pickles, maybe. Decisions, though. Shit. I've been having a lot of trouble in the Decisions Department. 

But then this stuff happened last week—the last week of August 2002. That friend whose name went on my 

tenth-grade English test almost six years ago made his way into a burning building in a small western town. And 

when he fought his way out, he carried his father in his arms.    

Fate got together with Circumstance, met up somewhere with Chance, and the three proceeded to tango. 

That's when everything changed.  

 


