FIRST PERSON

W [ took
grown-upy

op vear

With the drudge of domesticity nagging at
her soul, Monique van Tulder took flight to
reevaluate her life - and returned transformed

BACK 1N 2022, MY YOUNGEST HAD JUST FINISHED
school = so the family had just endured two vears of
back-to-back Year 12 exams during Covid. My eldest was
in uni. I was juggling home life with freelance writing and
work as a nutritionist, while my husband worked full-time.
Midlife comes with shifting sands - children leaving the
nest (or staying), relationships that may have run their
course, careers sputtering. With it, a sense of “is this it?"

At 54, 1 felt stuck at the top of everyone's pyramid
of “people we need”, and at the bottom of my own.
Looking in the mirror, I barely recognised the slightly
pudgy, sluggish woman staring back. I longed for
a break, space to breathe.

Coincidentally, I had booked in time to check on
a family property in the Whitsundays. My mother lived
there for decades, and we had bought a home to stay at
when we would visit. Due to Covid and cyclones,

[ hadn’t been there in years and needed to check it
was still standing. The plan was to stay a week.

One morning after an unbroken sleep - a rare treat,
thanks perimenopause - a fog had lifted and I took the
drive into town. It was a drive I'd taken so many times
and I hadnt really paid any attention to my surroundings.
But I took the time to look out the window and I thought,
“Oh my God, there’s a whole wide world out there. There
are yvachts bobbing and people doing different things.”

I couldn’t help but think, “What am I doing? I'm
changing the lightbulbs and hurrying back home to do
the grocery shopping. [ am 50-odd. And [ could be living
till I'm 90 - what am I going to do with those 40 years?

[ can’t be doing this for the rest of my days.”
So [ drove to the post office and I got a PO box number. »



I emailed the family:
“*Here’s my PO box
number. This is where
vou can find me.” It was
so dramatic - who even
uses a PO box anymore?
- but also significant as it
marked a line in the sand
and an announcement
that [ will be here for a bit.
Feeling brave, I switched
off my phone and plaved hooky - from my life.

Sipping hot coffee after decades of lnkewarm amid
a busy family household, I wondered, “When did I become
this woman whod ended up doing little that floated my
boat while keeping evervone else afloat?”

In every household there’s always a default person - and
in most cases they are female, regardless of whether they
have kids or not. It is women who are the default person
for ageing in-laws. It's women who keep track of birthdays
and organise family get-togethers; they take the dog to
the vet. It's a caring thing, which by default often falls to
women. We carry an invisible mental load, finding peace
only in stolen moments.

My story of bolting from family responsibilities
resonated on Instagram - our generations bush telegraph
- especially with women craving a moment beyond
caregiving. My departure wasn't about abandoning my
family but shedding the role of family chief of staff. I also
recognise | was in a privileged position where I could just
run away as I had older kids so fewer responsibilities.

So what did I do on my grown-up’s gap vear? [ became
as | was 25 years ago, pre-husband and children. I decided
to “just do it™ I travelled, I went back to study, I lived in
a new location, and [ worked on what [ was passionate
about. After pleasing others for decades, it was time
to find my own adventure.

I probably stayed about five months all up. My
family visited my Whitsundays bolthole for a meal
and hugs - they missed me and I missed them. But
I staved committed to my journey.

Six months later, it was time to spread my wings
further, and I booked a post-Covid trip to finally visit
my dad and sister in Europe. At the airport, a voung
man announced he was off for a gap vear. “Me too,”

I thought, having previously scoffed at the flakiness
of people who went off “to find themselves”.

Initially uncertain and guilty, I soon felt buoyed
by hope. Travelling solo, I relished the freedom to
do anything I wanted when I wanted, rediscovering
my passions.

The eves of strangers reflected long-forgotten facets
of myself - the lighthearted joyous version, not the
“clean up your bedroom” harridan who inhabited
my personality for decades.

One mid-summer Croatian morning, Dragar
(a portly gentleman with a strong Baltic accent) watched
my hesitation at the sea wall for two days running.

“Eighty vears I swim here. Jump!™ he called. So
I did, into silvery bubbles. It reminded me I love to leap,

“\dulting ol ten robs
us ol plavulness,
but rediscovering

novelty is vital

physically and metaphorically. When had 1 forgotten this?

I became inspired to take myself out of my comfort-
zone. Mid-trip, Olivia Newton-John's death was the
impetus to try paragliding. Briefly, I mused about whether
I would end up impaled on the timber fence way below,
but as [ soared, | morphed into someone [ used to be.

Serendipity became a theme. A chance encounter
led to turning my musings into a book, A Grown Up'’s
Gap Year. An upskilling course reconnected me with
a childhood friend. In Zurich, a fellow Instagrammer
recognised me in a restroom.

I signed up for evervthing, manic in my pursuit
of “try it all”. At an Austrian retreat, initial panic with
a misunderstanding of modesty towels gave way to
rural bliss. By day three, even the cow manure smelled
like organic heaven.

In retrospect, however, chasing one’s tail to tick off
experiences would not give me the space I craved. Explore
and experiment, but don’t get lured into being so busy vou
don’t leave time to contemplate your navel.

Running away was about reclaiming joy and adventure.
Adulting often robs us of plavfulness, but rediscovering
novelty is vital. I balanced spontaneity with discernment
and was thrilled to discover I can still have a foot in
both camps - show up for “hell, ves™ at the drop of
a hat. and understand when “no” suits the situation
better; a balanced approach to joyful seeking.

Interviewing dozens of women, I found that none
prioritised themselves. Yet making time for oneself always
benefits loved ones. Joan Didion’s words resonated:
“Character — the willingness to accept responsibility
for one’s own life - is the source from which self-respect
springs.” It’s the “fit vour own oxygen mask first” premise.

Not everyone will understand vour need for space.
Your change is their change. I weighed up the fear of
disrupting my marriage, being misunderstood or
judged, against feeling lost if I did nothing. But despite
the risks, [ had to go.

The space [ created breathed new life into my
relationships and sense of purpose. This wasn't about
seeking new partners or a divorce without the paperwork,
it was about pursuing individual passions while still
choosing to sail through life together.

any people on the road asked what [ had said to my

'¥] husband to explain that I needed space to find out
i Awhat [ wanted. “Relationships can mean many things,”
I told them, “a need for space included.” Like old friends,
the very best of family relationships can pause without the
earth caving in; that is to say, “Take a breather, and we
will be here when you come up for air.”

My kids had their own reactions to my new passions.
My sons expressed pride: the eldest admired my “balls”
to seek answers, while the yvoungest one said, *1 think you
really deserved time for vourself after doing everything
for us.” It was actually really beautiful. My husband, given
too few words on the matter, showed his love by flying to
meet me halfway on the return journey - possibly to make
sure I made it back to Australian soil - but it was his
version of “I love you and I'm glad you came home”.
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Above Midlife isn't a erisis, it's an oppartunity,
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to encourage warmen in midlife to seek
“reinvigoration, adventure and joy”.
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HOW TO HAVE
A GAP YEARWITHOUT
LEAYING HOME

Mot everyone can throw it all in and leave
home. Make a decision to create space
and cultivate joyful habits that shake you
out of your comfort zone. Try these:

CHANGE A HAIRSTYLE First, | made
a visit to my hairdresser for a trim. "Just
cutit, | quivered, clutching the images
I'd been saving of short sexy styles for
years. |t was cathartic and, 30cm lighter,

| barely recognised myself. | looked
wonderful = where had | been hiding?

RETURNTO ALOST LOYE This
moment for me was rediscovering my
passion for winter swimming. Inspired
by a group of joyful older women on
the beach, | plunged into the cold sea.
Emerging exhilarated, | realised
change starts with small acts.

BE IMPRACTICALI focused on
reinvigorating health and fitness, getting
invelved in community projects and new
skills - including ones | might once have

seen as indulgent rather than practical.
I'm now a certified Forest Bathing guide
along with other wellbeing qualifications.

“idlle sharpens the
horizon - it took

The reactions from my wider circle
was also revealing. My mum friends
saw me as “the mum who took care
of hearth and home”, while my older
friends already knew the more
impulsive, ready-for-anything version,
so weren't surprised.

Was [ glad to return? It's a loaded question that
requires a delicate answer. Yes, because I love my family
and home. They are home. But the journey changed
me. Exploring doesn’t require miles travelled; profound
journeys happen right where we are.

to be able to reframe space. I now understand this

state to be putting a fence around what I need,
and with an impending project or when feeling
overwhelmed, I now physically remove myself for
pockets of time to reclaim expanse and sanity for
myself and those close to me.

[ recently spoke with a friend who was feeling
stagnant and seeking advice on finding adventure
without upending family life. “You've just started
swimming again,” I reminded her. “Why not try every
nearby pool, a new one every week?” This being Sydney,

1\1 idlife sharpens the horizon = it took running away

running away Lo be
able (0 relrame space’

we swiftly gathered about 20 locations -
ocean pools, indoor pools and the sea.

She loved this, and she is still
swimming, bringing “micro-novelty”
to her life daily. Shaking up evervday
routines and perspectives proves
that you don’t have to leave your city
- or even your suburb - for life to feel fresh again.

This urge to “escape” in midlife may look like a cliché,
vet it isn't just aneedotal, it's backed by seience. Life
satisfaction follows a U-shaped curve, consistently
dipping in our forties and fifties before rising again,
often manifesting as a desire for radical change.

My takeout from my gap year? I have taken
centre stage in my own life again. Life is not an
unattainable, rainbow-filled, unicorn-strewn paradise.
A candy-coloured ship will not sail you across the
horizon to an existence in calm waters. This is reality,
not fairyland.

Whether it's a series of mini-adventures or grand
escapades, the most important thing is to start. me

Monigue van Tulder’s book, A Grown Up's Gap Year,
is available via her website, moniguevantulder.com,

and at Amazon.




