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You are who we write these for.
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I COULD FIX ANYTHING. Since I was old enough to hold a wrench. Yeah, weird for a girl.

There were people out there that didn't want me to succeed. Some because I was a genius, some because I was a girl.

They couldn't understand advanced steam technology, turbines replacing piston-drive – and didn't think any “bimbo” could, either.

Most of those who caused me trouble had a worse problem - they were trapped in their own mind.

And didn't want to be freed. 

When I met my former high school classmate, he gave me the clue that brilliant old me never thought of.  He had discovered a secret that allowed me to get around their roadblocks, and to go ahead and invent anything I imagined – at a vast profit.

And he ended up changing my life in ways I could never imagine...
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"LIFE ISN'T FAIR!" I cried out to no one in particular in the cluttered machine shed I called my shop.

I would have run to my mother's skirts to bury my tear-soaked face in her lap, except I'd long been trained that this would only make the teasing worse.

I was better off getting a clean work rag - one that didn't have oil or grease on it, or something worse - and wipe them away. 

"Just suck it up, bimbo." That's what I learned to tell myself. With five older brothers, I got treated like just another son in the family. 

They all taught me from an early age that tears didn't matter. And even if they got a tongue-lashing from Mom, I'd still inherit a little hell-on-earth later for every story I blubbered to her. 

Not that I'd ever get touched, although that happened. And they'd get away with it as long as they didn't leave a mark or rip any of my clothes. But the worst was when they would wreck something I was working on.

And that's how I taught them to leave me alone. 

Because I was a better "fixer" than any of them. Once they found that out, they'd bring their stuff to me rather than try to figure it out for themselves.

And when the teasing got real bad, they'd wind up with something of theirs suddenly start to run badly - or wouldn't run at all. Right when they needed it the most. Of course, they couldn't prove I'd done it.

So they quickly learned to stay on my good side. And stay out of my shop. And never, ever, "borrow" my tools.

Because it wouldn't stop until they did. I was just built that way. "Eye for an eye" type of gal. "Hell hath no fury..." and all that. 

Life was already hard. You needed machines and engines to run things for you and make it easier. Having to drop everything so you could fix things was frustrating.

Those annoying brothers soon learned that they needed me. Or they couldn't get their own work done. First they had to learn to leave me alone if they wanted their stuff to be left alone. The stuff I worked on for them always worked better afterwards. I could fix or tune their stuff faster than they could. And that meant my own chores went faster. 

My brothers saw this with envious eyes as they kept sweating out in the sun fixing some "broke" machine and cussing when the sweat got in their eyes and made the tool slip in their hands and give them "knuckle-rash". 

Me, I was already sitting on the shady porch sipping an iced lemonade and reading some instruction manual or Popular Science. Smiling at them sweetly. While they sweated, repairing the machines themselves in the heat and sun.

When they started racing, life got better for me. They learned that their little sister was an advantage no one else had. The machines I worked on for them gave them an edge - they performed better, ran faster, lasted longer than anyone else's. 

And if they wanted something special done, I'd find little gifts on my workbench - or somewhere I'd notice. 

That worked just great. They won their races, and my life got easier.

Until I discovered how nice boys could be outside my family. Ones who didn't need their machines fixed or tuned. The ones that gave me stuff because they liked me.

But wasn't prepared to find someone who really understood me. Even my parents didn't get the scope of what they had created...
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OF COURSE, I ONLY NOTICED her one day when she was nice to me for no reason. At least, any reason I could figure out. 

Not that I didn't notice her red hair and dark green eyes. But figured I had no chance at competing with all the boy friends she must have.

We were in the same mandatory, boring class - one that was also conveniently scheduled at the end of the day (so no skipping.) And were seated near each other because our names started with the same letter. (gotta love that personalized approach - easier to take roll and see who was missing at a glance.)

So we were assigned as partners on the various projects. 

"Hey, I'm Eliza."

"Bert."

"So, how do you want to do this project?"

"Oh, fill out their blanks and get it out of the way so we can work on something else. Maybe homework for some other class, or something."

"Sounds good. I'll take odds, you take evens and we'll cross-check each other's work. OK?" 

"Sure."

And she was done in half the time it took me.

"Wow, you're fast."

"Yeah, I read the text and pretty much have a photographic memory."

"Must help out."

"Sometimes, most times. Occasionally gets me in trouble - especially when the text or the teacher or both have it wrong. Then I bite my tongue."

"Till it bleeds, and then some."

"You, too?" 

“Not photographic, but I found out long ago how to put myself into a kinda trance just to take everything in and repeat it back when they have tests."

She only sighed at this. Like she'd finally found a companion soul. And looked at me with more interest.

"So, Eliza, what do you do to pass your time if you already know what they're going to cover?"

"Mostly homework from other classes, but by this time of the day, I'm usually into my own studies."

I peeked at the text she was carrying. "Isn't that college-level metallurgy?"

Eliza smiled. "Yeah. It's a problem with what happens to steam turbine metal when superheated steam hits certain levels. Blades tend to fragment, and the cascade effect blows your turbine to hell. It's why the casing has to be so thick. That extra weight slows down a racer, or gives them too much momentum on curves."

"Racing, huh?"

"Yeah, my brothers like to race."

"And you're doing research for them?"

"No, it's for me. I do their fix-ups after they wreck."

"Metallurgy isn't just 'fix-ups'."

She looked around and lowered her voice. "Officially, no. But they can't admit to the judges that their kid sister is designing their steam carts. Officially on the entries, my first two names are only initials."

"Well, that's not fair."

"No, that's just life. It's changing though. Last century, women couldn't even wear jeans or slacks, much less jumpsuits. And that's just a walking fire hazard when you have to weld in a pinafore. Doesn't matter how much leather you
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