A Box of Secrets

Once upon a time, there was a little town filled with people living little humdrum lives. When this town called Littleton was created, a little group of people decided that the regular world was much too big for them. It felt to them as if the world was always moving in a superfluous manner, like an infinitely turning kaleidoscope. So, they walked over green hills and through low valleys, thousands of miles from where anyone would ever find them. In Littleton, people could peacefully live lives as slow as molasses. They could have little minds filled with low-reaching aspirations, dull hopes, and unimportant dreams. In their little town, there was merely one school, one church, a single stop sign, and each house looked precisely identical to the last. Littleton made life as ordinary as it could get. As generations passed, the history of Littleton was lost, until none of the residents exactly knew how their little town came to be. Everyone thought that beyond Littleton there was nothing. No one’s mind was grand enough to conceptualize life outside of the one they knew. The outside world was a complete mystery.
Maybe the only peculiar thing about Littleton was that once per month, every resident left their little brick houses, walked down a cobblestone road, and waited in a very long line. Sitting at the front of this line was a wooden box equipped with a window cutout and a little sill where a stack of little papers sat.
On the first Sunday of each month, every resident went to the window and wrote down any secrets they had accumulated during the last thirty days or so. Some people wrote about small, unimportant secrets, while others wrote about the darkest skeletons in their closet. Whatever it was, the resident was to write it down in their best handwriting, fold up the little note, and slide it through the window.
At the end of the day, a boy, maybe fourteen years old, named Parum came to collect all of the little slips of paper. He unlocked the back of the box with a key that hung around his neck, then collected each slip of paper and placed them in his satchel. His job was then to take the secrets far, far away, and burn them.
No one knew why this outré tradition existed, or how it started, or why they kept doing it. But there must have been some sort of fear in their hearts that not abiding by the way things had always been done would undoubtedly bring about some sort of tragedy or misfortune to their town.
Parum was born into this job. His father had done it, and his father’s father had done it, and so on. Parum liked his little life in Littleton, but he had a pit permanently stuck in his stomach that ate away at his happiness. The pit came from his desire for more. He wanted to meet more people, see more things, Parum wanted more than Littleton had to offer. When he tried to speak with anyone on this matter, they brushed him off saying “Parum, you know there is nothing past Littleton.” He had no choice but to believe them. Yet still, the pit grew.
It was the first Sunday of April, so Parum woke up before the roosters and made his way to the box. He sat outside watching intently as people handed in their secrets, one by one. It was dark out when the last person slid their note into the box and Parum packed the little papers into his satchel and started on the way. He walked for a long time, accompanied by the light of the stars. He trekked over green, grassy hills and through deep valleys. His feet grew sore and tired. After many miles, the sun began to peek her way into the sky and Parum finally reached the tall, brick tower he was headed for. Partway up the tower, there was a little shoebox-sized slot. Parum carefully reached into his satchel and pulled out each piece of paper and slid them into the slot. Down the slot, he chased the notes with a singular lit match. The smoke of secrets began to rise through the top of the tower, then swirled into spirals dancing through the air.
Parum picked up his now-empty satchel and began walking back towards Littleton. His legs ached with fatigue. The sun had been exiled by the clouds and was now at full blaze. After walking for a few miles, Parum took off his shoes and felt the grass squish underneath each step. He set down his satchel next to him and looked up. The sky was a crisp blue color that made him feel light. He took a second and breathed in all of the air near to him. When he reached back down for his bag he noticed something laying next to it. Curious, he bent down and picked up a little slip of paper. One of the secrets must have hidden itself in the bottom of his satchel. He held it flat in his hands, unsure what to do. He had to be home in the next few hours or his mother would worry something happened. The tower was already too far gone to go back. So against his better judgement, he cautiously began to unfold the little note. He figured that if he read the secret, then the secret would belong to him too, and next month he could rewrite it on a piece of paper, and deliver it to the tower as if nothing happened at all. His eyes glazed over the words “There is another world out there.” Parum reread the words back to himself again and again. His palms felt sweaty and the paper began to feel gritty in his hands. 
What does this mean? he thought to himself. Another world, what do they mean ‘another world’? His face felt hot. The pit in his stomach swelled. He looked out into the distance and examined the landscape. The hills before him looked as though they were crumbling down along with the familiar insistence, “Parum, you know there is nothing past Littleton.” His ears rang as he remembered those words. 
Down at the bottom of one hill sat a little blue pond. It looked so small from where he was– like it would only be big enough to dip a toe in. “Could there be more out there?” He asked the faraway pond.
It was starting to grow darker and Parum knew he should be hurrying home. But the notion of a world bigger than the one he knew scraped out a cavity in his gut. His skin tightened itself against his body as he thought of heading back to his suffocating home.
So he began to run. Parum left his shoes and satchel sitting on their squishy grass bed. His feet felt free as he leapt down the hill. To Parum’s great relief, his skin returned to its original tailoring and his stomach released the tension it had been clutching. He didn’t stop running for a long time. His body was overcome with a sense of exhilaration. Parum climbed hill after hill after hill, not stopping even to catch his breath. But when he reached the pond that was once so far away, he paused. The surface of the water looked so vast now. Parum’s heart began to beat with gratitude at the sight of this oasis. He dipped just a single toe in before continuing to run. 
This boy must have run, without rest, for seven days and seven nights to go as far as he did. Each hill was its own challenge, its own battle, and Parum conquered them all. He counted each hill he defeated, and on his two hundred and thirteenth hill, he looked out into a dark, cloudy night’s sky and felt like he was on top of the world. The vastness of the view swallowed Parum’s breath. He bent over, breathing heavily, and saw below him glimmering city lights. He had reached a bigger world.
After no one in Littleton heard from Parum for a few days, a search party went out to look for him. They found his shoes and satchel lying en route to the tower, but they never found him. Weeks, then months went past and everyone stopped looking. Parum’s mother was stricken with grief. The residents of Littleton eventually stopped talking altogether about what might have happened to that little boy. Those who tried to speak of him were shunned because Littleton did not know how to deal with a tragedy that big. So instead, every month, each resident of Littleton wrote down, along with their usual secrets, “A boy named Parum went missing.” For now, the story of Parum became a secret too, and his legacy died with all that knew him.
