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The Tools of Liberty
The Liberty Tool shop was once a source of wonder and awe for a young boy named Billy Flaherty. However, when revisiting the old shop in adulthood, its power to inspire seems subtly but undoubtedly diminished. The antique tool shop that once stirred the imagination for hours on end had become a charming landmark to waste a little time on the way to some place else.
As a child, Billy and his long time pal, Danny, occasionally ventured across the road from Danny’s house – after the usual plastic devices for amusement ceased to entertain – to poke around the old tool shop. The shop filled all three stories of a landmark building in the center of the quaint village of Liberty, Maine. They spent hours navigating never ending passages of each floor of the building, which likely housed a mercantile at the center of the village a century ago. Starting on the first floor, which contained grimy hand powered tools, the two of them would pick up one item after another inspecting it to surmise its purpose. Danny was a bit of a know-it-all and often gave an explanation, even if it was wrong. Billy kept his more imaginative guesses to himself.
They eventually made their way to the upper floors which were filled with furniture, old appliances and a maze of little, meandering rooms filled with books and magazines. Some of these musky prints had copyright dates more than a hundred years old. Billy found the pictures of unknown places and their unusual names to be intriguing, spawning countless journeys of exploration in his imagination. Usually there were only one or two people working in the entire building. The small town was barely a blip on the map so few patrons came in, especially during the middle of the week. This meant the boys could usually snoop around for long periods of time without encountering another soul on these upper floors.

The visit to the shop would eventually end while sitting in the stillness of the musky books. Finally, the faint holler of Danny’s mother calling the boys back to the house could be heard, interrupting their exploration. Suddenly the boys would realize they had a jumble of National Geographic magazines strewn across the floor and rushed to organize them before dashing down the stairs, out the door and galloping across the road to the house. The escape from the cluttered familiarity of Danny’s yard to the immersive sights and smells of a resting past world had come to an end.
Today, everything at Liberty Tool is more or less just as it was twenty years ago. Without a close examination, one would guess the inventory hadn’t changed much. Even the thin, thoughtful owner in blue jeans, a simple striped shirt and suspenders is still there; only his mustache has turned from mostly brown to gray.

Billy, now thirty, has a much different perspective. Now when he visits the shop, some of the creative energy still penetrates, but much of the mystery has diminished from years of growing older. It is now understood that the oddly shaped saw is meant for cutting blocks of ice from a lake to keep the contents of a wooden ice box fresh. The rusty, spiral-shaped gadget was a hand powered drill. Nearly all the places mentioned in those dusty books and magazines are now familiar to him through television, news and travel, losing much of their intrigue.
He looks over the faded furniture and thinks how a dark, green leather chair would fit nicely in his office or, with some sanding and staining, a short bookshelf would fit perfectly in the living room. Twenty minutes is all that is afforded before its time to return to the road. After picking out a hardy, flat-head screw driver that one can always use as a spare, or a book with optimistic intentions to some day read, he heads down the narrow staircase to the clunky cash register before getting back into the car.
Driving away, Billy remembers longingly of the overwhelming feeling of possibility he felt as a boy while exploring the old store. The limitless imagination of youth has been dulled by the formation of adult habits and a desire to build a productive life and a family. Although a man may remain curious his whole life, it will pale considerably to that of a wide-eyed, ten year old boy in a dusty, old tool shop.
