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     Her hearty laugh filled the room. Despite the barely four-and-a-half-foot frame she exuded confidence. I met Laurie during the first week of college. Her long loose top over worn jeans was sensibly stylish, her dark hair cropped short enough that it was never out of place. As we chatted, I learned that she lived in Aylmer, a small rural town near my hometown. And she had her own car, a white Ford Fiesta, that would become the catalyst of many adventures. Laurie agreed to give me a ride home that weekend. 
     During the Friday night two-hour drive from Welland to Tillsonburg we compared first impressions and opinions on classes, teachers and fellow students. We shared a somewhat warped sense of humour.  
     When Laurie picked me up late Sunday afternoon for the return trip, she greeted me with a jovial, “Do you know how to drive a stick shift?”
     “No.”
     “Well, you are going to learn. I have a headache and don’t feel like driving.”
     “Okay,” seemed like the only possible response to the matter-of-fact non-question.
     I climbed into the driver’s seat, and she explained the clutch and gears. After a few jerky tries, we were off. Through the town of Tillsonburg on our way to highway three, each stop was an awkward and choppy practice of stop and go. Laurie calmly repeated the steps each time, guiding me through the process. I am sure the jolting of the vehicle did not help her headache, but she responded to each one with a chuckle. It was a relieve to finally make it to the highway and clear, open road for a while.
     The hangover headache was a common occurrence for Laurie, so I usually drove from Tillsonburg to Welland on Sunday. One Friday afternoon as we readied for the trip home, Laurie announced that I would have to drive as she was feeling the effects of a party the night before. Two other girls from our course were travelling with us. Aside from the familiar jerky stop and go, all was well until the yellow school bus activated the red flashing lights and came to a stop on the highway in front of us. The bus let off its passengers and pulled away, but the Ford Fiesta didn’t move. Traffic lined up behind us. Each unsuccessful start escalated the laughter in the car. I watched the growing line of vehicles in the rear-view mirror. The more I tried to be serious and concentrate the harder I laughed. My stomach hurt.  Laurie wiped the tears from her eyes, but every time she tried to provide guidance the words garbled with laughter. Finally, with a jolt we were off, and traffic was moving once again. My passengers cheered and I wondered if the drivers behind me were cheering or swearing. 
Over the two years at Niagara College, I gained the knowledge and skills to earn a diploma in Early Childhood Education. My friendship with Laurie continued through the years but the trials and tribulations of driving stick shift ended with college. 
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