
  

An Unexpected Path 

Sarah VanEssendelft 

The New Paltz Taxi van rolled slowly toward us and came to a halt.  My boyfriend turned to me 
with an endearing smile.  He pulled the van’s door open, gesturing to enter.  I hesitated for a 
moment, trying to think of where he could possibly be taking me for our two-year anniversary.  
As I slid into the rough, gray seat, I heard the driver say, “Mohonk Mountain House?”  My jaw 
dropped.  I looked over to Matthias, his eyes bright with anticipation and a sly smile painted 
across his face.  I knew it.  The hints he had been dropping all day finally added up.  He had told 
me to meet him at the bus stop with an empty stomach, comfortable clothes, and sneakers.  It all 
made sense now. 
  
My heart swelled the entire drive up the mountain through every twist and turn of the road 
beneath us, rumbling through the van’s tires.  I felt a sudden pressure slowly growing in my ears.  
I began to yawn and POP!  My ears cracked open to a new altitude.  After a few minutes, the taxi 
driver stopped at the entrance of the Mohonk Mountain House.  I emerged from the confined 
space of the van to see a rustic, stone castle reaching the clouds above me.  Finally, we reached 
the top of the mountain, or so I thought. 
  
Matthias took my hand and led me over to a sign that read “The Labyrinth.”  He then pointed 
straight forward to an enormous rock tunnel lined with fiercely twisted plants, splattered with 
vibrant colors.  I knew that we were going hiking, but I thought the path would have been more 
pronounced.  This didn’t look like a path at all, though.  It seemed as if it were a map route that 
had been crumbled up too many times. 

With a gentle tug at my arm, Matthias began to walk toward the opening of the cave.  I paused to 
gather myself, took a deep breath, and moved forward.  What began as a harmless tunnel of a 
smooth rock hallway quickly turned into deep, dark, jagged cave.  Matthias climbed into the 
throat of the trail, the darkness swallowing him whole.  I crouched down to peek into the mouth 
of the beast and saw only his feet, which were planted on a rock next to what looked like a 
ladder.  “I can’t do this,” I thought.   

As soon as the idea crossed my mind, I heard Matthias’ voice: “Sarah, come on!  If I can do it, 
you can do it!”  Although I didn’t necessarily believe him, I entered the deep, jagged hole. 

As I slid my body against the cold, rough stones, the space began to open up a bit. My eyes 
flickered from corner to corner, adjusting to the lack of sunlight.  Perched upon a sharp rock, I 
looked down to discover a sea of craggy stones that resembled glass shards, all aimed at me.  In 
an attempt to find the opening out of the belly of the beast, I looked up.  Bad mistake.  Two walls 
of stone converged inches away from my face.  I suddenly found it hard to breathe.  The slightest 
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huff and it seemed as if the entire structure would come crumbling down on top of me.  The 
image was stuck in my head.  I was as still as the air in the earth’s cave. 

Wrapping its strong, bitter hands around me, the cave started to close in.  Closer.  Tighter.  
Gasping for air, I trembled forward in an attempt to crawl out of the cavern.  A ladder came into 
focus and, reaching forward, I grabbed onto the rungs.  I slowly carried myself to the top of the 
ladder, where Matthias waited, offering his hand to pull me up.  I clung to his arm and pushed off 
from the last rung of the ladder, which shot me up and out of the well. It was over.  After I dusted 
off the dirt that coated my hands and legs, I saw that we were standing upon a staircase of 
boulders; each of them climbing higher than the next, ascending into the clouds. 

From the corner of my eye, I spotted a red arrow, which had been painted on the stones.  As we 
followed the collection of arrows along the trail, the trekking became easier with each passing 
step. Suddenly a gap appeared.  The edge of the rock I stood upon fell off into a deep divergence 
between two boulders.  Matthias leaped over the abyss.  It was easy for him.  His legs are far 
longer than mine.  Peeking over the edge, my eyes dropped down hundreds of feet below me.  
One slip, and I was done for.  While I took a moment to assess how much power I would need to 
successfully fly across the division, I heard a cough from behind. Matthias offered me a hand.  I 
didn’t need it.  After taking one second more to catch my breath, I was off.  With all of the 
strength and balance I could muster, my legs extended off the stone, shooting me across the void.  
My feet crashed down onto the next stone surface, and Matthias wrapped his arms around me in 
a celebratory hug.   

The journey was not over, however, and we kept on for what seemed like hours.  The rocks 
increased in size, the ladders became longer, and the trees grew smaller.  Then, without warning, 
our rugged flooring of stone shifted to normal ground once again: a mix of dirt, pebbles, and 
plants.  The last rock step was connected to the ridge next to us, and we followed each other up 
this new staircase, which seemed never-ending.  The clouds rested silently in the sky, and the 
grass rustled softly as the wind grazed through each blade.  I heard a pleasant crackle and crunch 
of the gravel settling into the earth’s powder with each step I took. At last we arrived.  This was 
it: the very top of the ridge running through the Mohonk Preserve. 

Taking in my surroundings, I noticed a crown of rocks ringing the top of the ridge.  One of the 
stone jewels that adorned the mountain’s peak caught my attention. The rock was a flat platform, 
and, without hesitation, I mounted it and looked down at the most beautiful sight I have ever 
seen.  The stone supporting me disappeared for a moment. I was floating above New Paltz, but it 
felt as if I was at the top of the world. As my eyes gained focus, I saw the faint outline of another 
mountain in the distance.  Challenge accepted, I thought to myself. 


