
GAP YEAR
    AT54 Partway through my stay, 

Michael and the boys came 
to visit, but as much as  
I loved seeing them, I 
wasn’t ready to go home.

International borders 
were reopening post-
COVID, so I planned a 
two-week trip to Europe to 
visit my dad and sister.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be 
back,” I promised the boys.

“You’ve got our blessing, 
but we’ll miss you like 
crazy,” Michael said. His 
understanding meant a lot, 
but I’d have gone anyway. 

At Sydney Airport, I got 
chatting to a man in his 

early 20s who was 
taking a gap year. “I 
am, too,” I laughed.

In Europe, I 
soaked up every 
second of freedom. 

After seeing  
my sister in 

London, I visited Dad  
and his partner who were 
holidaying in Croatia. 

The slower pace allowed 
me to collect my thoughts.

I’m still not ready to go 
home, I realised.

Calling my travel agent,  
I asked to extend the trip.

“I can either get you a 
flight in a week,” she said, 
“or in two months.”

I hesitated, thinking 
about all of the 
responsibilities back home.

But I’d spent decades 
holding everything together 
– it was time for someone 
else to step up. 

“Two months,” I replied.
After informing Michael 

about my decision, I fully 
embraced my ‘gap year’.

I visited Italy and Austria 
and found a creative stride 
with my travel writing.

One day, my eldest called 
me, heartbroken after  
a breakup. I told him  
I loved him, but this was 
something I couldn’t fix.

“You’ll have to speak to 
your dad,” I apologised.

Soon after, I booked to go 
tandem paragliding.

“I’ll either live to tell the 
tale or end up impaled on  
a fence post,” I joked as  
I strapped myself in.

It was terrifying but doing 
something brave made  
me feel 20 again. I was 
reminded that life isn’t just 
about getting through the 
day, but about truly 
living each moment.

In October, after 
eight months away,  
I came home. Michael 
and the boys were 
thrilled to have me 
back. I’d missed them 
all, but didn’t want to 
lose my renewed sense 
of purpose, so I put in 
some boundaries. 

I made a rule to start 
each day on my own – 
walking or working out 

– before giving 
my focus  
to others.

“Good on you, 
Mum,” the boys 
encouraged me.

In December 
2024, on my 57th 
birthday, I 
published my 
book, A Grown-
Up’s Gap Year, as 

a guide for anyone stuck  
in a mid-life rut. It was full 
of practical tips, like getting 
a friend to keep you on 
track as you pursue 
neglected dreams.

Even small acts, like 
catching a bus someplace 
new or sitting in a cafe to 
people-watch, can be 
enough to shake things up.

And the response has 
been astonishing.

You’ve inspired me to 
finally become a midwife, 
one woman recently wrote 
to me. Another said she was 
giving up her corporate 
career to work in an 
orphanage in Africa! 

I love that my story is 
helping women do things 
they hadn’t previously 
thought possible. 

And I know how lucky I 
was not just to run away for 
a while, but to have a family 
who welcomed me back 
with open arms.

Now, I encourage all 
women to press pause when 
and, in whatever way, they 
can. It will reset your life.
Follow Monique at 
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Monique’s adventure

Pulling into the 
garage, I turned  
to look at the bags  
of groceries.

Yet another job that’s up 
to me, I groaned, hauling 
them inside.

As the family’s ‘Chief 
Domestic Officer’, I held 
everything together. From 
making sure my husband 
Michael, 59, had what he 
needed to thrive in his 
finance job, to juggling the 
routines of our young adult 
sons, I did it all – the 
cooking, the laundry, plus 
caring for my ageing in-laws. 

And at 54, I was battling 
menopause. I’m burning 
out, I realised. I need a 
radical change.

Decades ago, we’d been 
lucky enough to buy a small 
holiday home in the 
Whitsundays.

So, to get away, I flew up 
there in February 2022, 
promising the family I’d  
be home in five days.

Mum joined me for a few 
nights, and while I loved 
having her, I relished the 
peace once I was alone.

It was the first time I’d 
been away on my own  
in four years.

Next morning, I sat on the 
balcony enjoying a coffee, 

reflecting on my life.
I’d given up my 

career in the travel 
industry when the 
kids came along. And 
although I’d spent 
the past 20 years 
piecing together 
work – from freelance 

writing to various odd jobs 
– it was on everyone else’s 
schedule, not mine.

I’m pouring everything 
into others, I realised. With 
nothing left over for me.

The thought of returning 
to Sydney depressed me.

I remembered the movie, 
Shirley Valentine, about an 
exhausted middle-aged 
housewife who runs off to 
Greece with her best friend.

Could I have my own 
Shirley Valentine moment?  
I wondered. Feeling bold, I 
drove to the post office and 
registered a PO box. Then,  
I sent an email to Michael 
and the boys saying 
I was taking time 
out. If anyone’s 
looking for me, you 
can post a letter, I 
wrote. Hitting send, 
I switched off my 
phone, instantly 
feeling lighter.

When I turned it back on 
the next day, I had multiple 
missed calls from Michael, 
so I gave him a buzz.

“I called your mum to 
check everything was  
okay,” he said. 

“I’m fine,” I assured him. 
“I couldn’t be better.” I 
explained that I was taking 
time to figure things out.

“If that’s what you need, 
then the boys and I are 
behind it,” he said. 

So, for the next five 
months, I called the 
Whitsundays home, 
focusing on my writing. 

I wasn’t 
ready  
to go 
home

Monique van Tulder, 
57, Sydney, NSW.
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I ran away from 
my family… 
and found 

myself

Thankfully, my 
two boys…

…one that  
could be more 
fulfilling…

I got the chance 
to extend my trip 
– so I took it!

…and filled  
with adventure

…and Michael 
were supportive

Me on my 
travels – it 

gave me time 
to think

Travelling 
allowed me  
to imagine a 

different life…

…more 
beautiful…


