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To my late mother, Trude Janofsky, who made the bold move at midlife to find a room of her own.
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INTRODUCTION: THE ACCIDENTAL LAT

 

I ’ll be honest—for most of my life, the thought of living apart from my romantic partner just seemed stupid.

Why the heck would I want to live separately from the person I loved?

I didn’t in my first marriage, a starter marriage of just a few years. In fact, I dropped out of college to follow him to Colorado because the thought of being halfway across the country from him seemed intolerable.

When I met the man who became my second husband, we were on opposite sides of the country, him in San Francisco and me in Miami. We lived apart for six months, flying back and forth monthly with lots of steamy phone calls and letters in between—this was before the Internet, email, and texting—until I landed a job in California forty-seven miles away from him. Obviously, we were not going to live together, and even when I rejected that job to take one that was a tad closer—forty miles away—I still planned to get my own place.

Except I struggled to find a place I could afford.

“Why don’t you just move in with me?” he asked, and even though I wasn’t prepared to live with someone I’d known only a few months, it sure beat paying twice as much for a cramped studio apartment above a bar that was about the size of the walk-in closet in my Miami condo.

Plus, I was madly in love with him. Living with the person you love is just something you do, no questions asked, right?

Like many people, I had an idea of what things were “supposed” to look like. I was aware of the romantic script many of us follow: meet, date, fall in love, wed, have kids, and live happily ever after—under the same roof, of course.

And that’s what I did. Until it all came crashing down and I divorced again.

Newly single at age forty-eight and with two tween boys, I fell fast and hard for a man who also had a tween daughter. I didn’t want to meld our families while his and my children were young, but I thought we’d eventually move in together. That old script of what a romantic relationship “should” look like is a hard one to bust. But whenever I brought it up, he was vague about living together, which at first made me feel bad and sad—didn’t he love me?

Yet the longer we were together—committed, very much in love, and seeing each other a few times a week—the more I realized that this living-alone thing wasn’t so bad. In fact, I began to like it. A lot.

So, for the first time in my life, I asked myself, What do I want my life to look like? Was it different from what I expected it “should” look like? At midlife, I already had much of what I wanted—two children, a house, a career—so I certainly didn’t “need” a man.

I did, however, want a boyfriend. I just didn’t want him hanging around all the time.

What I didn’t even realize at the time was that I actually had a role model for how that could work—my mother. When she was in her forties, with both her daughters grown and out of the house, my mom left my dad and her comfortable suburban New York City home and moved to Miami, where my sister was living at the time. She bought a condo, got a job, and created a life for herself. It was the first time my mother, a Holocaust survivor who was orphaned in World War II and married my father a week before her twenty-first birthday, lived alone.

My parents didn’t divorce, however—they had a live apart together (LAT) marriage. My father packed up our Yorkie, Teddy, and visited her for a long weekend every month. They did that for about ten years, until my father retired and joined her in Florida, where they lived together in somewhat peaceful coexistence until my mom died after sixty-one years of marriage.

When my mother made this bold decision, I wasn’t really paying too much attention to what my parents were doing. But at midlife, divorced for the second time, and with two young children, I had a question for her: “What the heck, Mom?”

“I’d had enough,” she told me. After two marriages and many years as a wife and mother, I knew exactly what she meant.

Many older women like my mom and me have come to realize that living apart from a romantic partner allows us to have the best of both worlds—companionship as well as independence. It also frees us from the gendered caretaking and housekeeping women often do. According to a 2011 study, many older single women would like to have a companion but were adamant that they were “willing to be lonely before sacrificing independence.”1 Which is perhaps why the growing live apart together lifestyle choice is overwhelmingly driven by women.

In a survey of close to five hundred people that my co-author and I conducted for our 2014 book, The New I Do: Reshaping Marriage for Skeptics, Realists and Rebels, nearly seventy-five percent of the respondents said they wanted a marriage that “allows independence.” What better way to maintain independence than as live apart together partners?

In fact, live apart together relationships have been called the “gender revolution continuing into old age,”2 according to Swedish researchers Sofie Ghazanfareeon Karlsson and Klas Borell—a nod to the fact that baby boomer women have been on the forefront of restructuring family life in the past few decades, especially after no-fault divorce was written into law across the United States.

As much as many heterosexual women desire equality in their marriages, the truth is many do not achieve it. I finally did, but only after I divorced, when my former husband and I had fiftyfifty physical custody of our boys, one week with me, one week with him. Having time to myself not only rejuvenated me but it made me a better mother, friend, journalist, and romantic partner. It gave me much-needed self-care and space.

Is divorce the only way a couple can have more equality in their relationship and me time? No. Could they have that if they stayed together?

Yes, as live apart together partners.

It isn’t just older heterosexual women who find living apart from their romantic partner a plus, however. Many same-sex couples, especially gay men, do, too. Some parents have young children from previous marriages or relationships, as I did, and either don’t want to move them away from the family house and neighborhoods, schools, and friends, or can’t move to be closer to a new romantic partner because they share custody. Those who embrace polyamory, solo polyamory (when someone has multiple intimate relationships but prefers an independent lifestyle), and ethical nonmonogamy are also often drawn to living apart. Other couples choose to live apart because they’ve hit a rough patch in their marriage and need space but don’t want to divorce—like my mom. Many romantic partners say living apart has brought them closer.

Not to say that couples can’t get closer while living under the same roof, but here’s something that often happens when couples live together—they begin to take their partner for granted. Life is busy, they’re distracted, they want things to be easy or at least less stressful, and so they go into roommate mode, occupying the same space but not necessarily engaging in meaningful, intimate ways. You can easily forget to appreciate, or even notice, the small things your partner does to make your life enjoyable, and they may also miss your good intentions. That complacency can lead to living life side by side without enjoying all the aspects of the relationship, and your partner, that drew you to each other in the first place.

Just because you’re living together doesn’t mean that you are always connecting with each other in significant ways. In fact, people spend hours a day on their smartphones, tablets, and streaming.3 There is little that’s intimacy-building or meaningful about that (unless streaming a series about someone else’s hard times or dysfunctional marriage helps you appreciate your own relationship better, and there’s some research to indicate that may be so).4

That hasn’t happened with me and any of my partners, or any of the live apart together couples I spoke to for this book. If anything, research shows that couples who live apart from each other work harder at staying connected. You have to plan the times you’re going to be together, and then when you are together, you’re much more engaged and in the moment—not just occupying the same space.

Speaking of intimacy, here’s one of the best perks of living apart from your partner—more sex and more satisfying sex. Given that so many people say they are in sexless marriages, living apart just may be the key to keeping desire alive. In fact, studies indicate that women who don’t live with their partners retain their desire much more than women who do.

“Home, marriage, and motherhood have forever been the pursuit of many women,” famed psychotherapist Esther Perel writes, “but also the place where women cease to feel like women.”5 And according to a recent study, unmarried couples who live apart report the highest levels of sexual satisfaction. And who doesn’t want that (assuming you’re interested in sex, that is)?

Actor Gillian Anderson understands the attraction of the live apart together lifestyle. As she says about her romantic partner, producer Peter Morgan, “My partner and I don’t live together. If we did, that would be the end of us. It works so well as it is—it feels so special when we do come together.”6

So does Helen Fisher, the biological anthropologist, best-selling author, and adviser to the Internet dating site Match.com. She and her husband, the New York Times columnist John Tierney, whom she married in 2020 when she was seventy-five and he was sixtyseven, don’t live together. Instead, she has her place in Manhattan and he has his in the Bronx, and they spend a few nights together and a few apart each week. “I miss him terribly,” she admits, “but it’s a great way to have a really long-term romance.”7

Plus, when they don’t see each other every day, couples find new ways to create intimacy—it isn’t just about touch and intercourse, which sometimes becomes problematic as we age and isn’t always an option for some people with disabilities.

Clearly, in some cases, absence really does make the heart grow fonder.

What that absence looks like depends on the couple. It could be separate bedrooms in the same house, often unfortunately called a “sleep divorce”; two apartments in the same building; two condos in different cities; or two houses a few states—or countries—away from each other. Each live apart together arrangement is unique to the couple and mutually agreed upon to suit each partner’s needs. Which, of course, brings up some obvious questions: “Shouldn’t spouses put aside their own needs (and freedom) for the betterment of the couple?” “Isn’t that one of the fundamental reasons for getting married—because two people want to spend their lives together and bring out the best in each other while celebrating togetherness?” “Where is the togetherness when you’re living apart? Isn’t it selfish?”

Those are important questions. However, togetherness doesn’t always lead to more intimacy and warm and fuzzy feelings about your partner. Too much togetherness, as we’ve seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, can lead to arguments, anger, frustration, resentment, and perhaps even an ugly uncoupling.

While it’s hard to get a good handle on just how many people live apart from their romantic partners, it’s estimated that some ten percent of adults in Western Europe, the United States, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia don’t live with their romantic partner.8 In Britain alone, nearly a quarter of people statistically defined as “single” actually have a romantic partner who lives elsewhere.9

Regardless of how many live apart together couples exist now, social scientists are keenly aware that the phenomenon is growing. And for good reason. Living apart together can offer commitment, love, intimacy, stability, equality, sex, and all the other things many of us want in a romantic relationship while still giving us that much-desired but elusive room of our own. There aren’t many types of romantic arrangements that can offer that. In fact, I can’t think of any besides a live apart together arrangement.

Living apart together is hardly a new concept, but it’s one that seemingly is a good fit for how we live and love in the twenty-first century. We are seeing huge shifts in our romantic landscape. Fewer young people are getting married, and the ones who are tying the knot are increasingly marrying later. More people are marrying multiple times, while others are happily choosing to remain single. People are having fewer children, many are choosing to be childfree, and some are becoming single parents by choice. And the world is rapidly aging, and many people, especially the divorced or widowed, who are no longer raising children may not want to uproot themselves to share a home with a new romantic partner somewhere far away from family and community. The “traditional” nuclear family (a father, a mother, and their children all residing in one household), which is a relatively recent concept, is no longer the dominant family form.

Finally, we have numerous options on how to be partnered or not.

Still, despite the growing numbers of couples who live apart, few people discuss the topic openly, making it one of the last great taboos in love and sex. Many who choose this way of living and loving feel stigmatized, invalidated, misunderstood, and invisible.

In 2015 Sharon Hyman, a Montreal filmmaker, started a private Facebook page cleverly named “Apartners” for people who live apart from their romantic partner, as she has for more than two decades. Almost all the people asking to be a member said the same thing: “I thought we were the only ones. I’m so happy to know we’re not.”

Which is why I decided to write this book.

To be clear, I am not saying that living apart from your romantic partner is better than living together, although it may turn out that way for some couples. I am not advocating for couples living apart. What I am advocating for is letting people know that they have options in how they would like to arrange their romantic life, including living apart together.

Throughout this book, I will often abbreviate “live apart together relationships” to LAT and say “LAT couples” to refer to two people in a live apart together relationship. I will also sometimes call people LATs, acknowledging that some people who embrace the lifestyle are polyamorous or solo polyamorous and thus more than a couple. They are sometimes married and sometimes not. They are sometimes heterosexual and sometimes queer. I use actual names when they are referenced as such in published articles and online, and when I have gotten permission from those I’ve quoted and interviewed. I use pseudonyms when requested by those I’ve interviewed and who gave me permission to share their stories.

Chapter 1 asks and answers the first question many people are curious about—why live apart? In Chapter 2, we’ll explore who’s doing it and why, including the history of the trailblazing queer community and cultures over time and throughout the world, as well as present-day LATs. Chapter 3 is all about busting the myths of living apart together (for example, that you have to be wealthy, because you don’t), while Chapter 4 walks you through how and when to start the conversation with a potential or new partner, how and when to start the conversation with a current partner, how and when to tell families and friends, and how to handle the people who just don’t get it as well as your own ambivalence about it. I’ll address the practicalities of making LAT relationships work in Chapter 5—how often, how far, whose house—the financial realities in Chapter 6, and the legal issues in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 dives into the experiences and challenges of living apart together with minor children, while Chapter 9 is all about sex and intimacy. Chapter 10 tackles aging apart, including retirement, caregiving, adult children, and end-of-life concerns. Chapter 11 details how some couples have decided to live apart to save their marriage. Finally, I look at the future of LAT as a family form, and how it could transform society for the better, in Chapter 12.

In every chapter, you’ll discover the pros and cons of living apart together directly from people who have chosen this lifestyle as well as from research and experts. You may be surprised by how many studies note the numerous benefits a LAT relationship offers.

And hopefully, by the end of this book, you’ll have a much clearer picture of whether living apart from your romantic partner is right for you.

“Knowing how to be solitary is central to the art of loving. When we can be alone, we can be with others without using them as a means of escape,” the late poet and academic bell hooks wrote.10


1
WHY LIVE APART?

Here’s a question we rarely if ever hear—why do romantic partners live together?

It’s just what couples do, right?

But why? Whose idea was it to insist that couples live together?

There’s no way to know of course, although marriage historian and Evergreen State College professor emerita Stephanie Coontz tells me that throughout most of history, households were not just about raising children but also the center of production, so anyone who worked needed to be in one place. She also notes, “It took a certain amount of capital to set up a household, so people often didn’t marry until they could do so, and people who could not afford to set up a little family farm or business worked as servants or lived as household dependents in the homes of those who could, even if they were married to someone who worked and lived in another household.”11

We no longer live like that, of course. That said, we can all agree that before two people become a romantic couple, they start off as LATs, with each of them having a place of their own, whether solo or with parents, friends, roommates, or some other configuration. In other words, all romantic couples start off living in separate households.

And throughout history and even until today in parts of the world, some romantic couples stay that way.

First, let’s look at married couples, because for many years, society looked down upon people of opposite sexes living together “in sin,” although many US states recognized common-law marriages in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. That changed by the mid-twentieth century, when, after much debate in the courts, it lost its legal status.12

It wasn’t until the late twentieth century that cohabitation became more acceptable and even trendy.13

In his 1949 book, Social Structure, anthropologist George Peter Murdock defined marriage as “a social group characterized by common residence, economic cooperation, and reproduction.”14 But as Coontz notes in her book Marriage: A History, sharing a residence is not universal for many couples, married or not. Both the Ashanti men of Ghana and Indonesia’s Minangkabau men live with their mothers and sisters even after they wed. The men of New Guinea’s Gururumba people sleep in separate housing, only coming together to cook and eat the day’s main meal. And in eighteenth-century Austria, lower-class married couples often lived apart for years, mostly because they were servants living in other people’s houses.15

The Mosuo people of southwest China have been extensively written about for practicing what’s called a walking marriage,

although they traditionally haven’t married. Mosuo men visit their female lovers at night at their places and go back to their mothers’ houses in the morning to help raise their sisters’ children and grandchildren and contribute to the daily chores of their own extended family. That means instead of living with their parents under one roof, Mosuo children live with their mother in her multigenerational house, a model for LAT couples with young children that we’ll discuss in more detail in Chapter 8.

There were no problems with this arrangement until the Chinese government instituted its “One Husband, One Wife” campaign in 1975, forcing the Mosuo to build houses so married couples could live together under one roof. This did not go over well, as sociologist Judith Stacey details in her 2012 book, Unhitched: Love, Marriage, and Family Values from West Hollywood to Western China. In fact, it caused huge disruptions.

“Mosuo adults who lived through the marriage campaigns recount endless stories of domestic disharmony and even violence unleashed by this coerced cohabitation, especially when women were forced to move in with their husbands’ families or to live with their husbands and children in modern nuclear households,” she writes.16

In 1981, the Mosuo were allowed to return to their traditional customs, which they did happily.

It’s likely that walking marriages wouldn’t be all that popular in the Western world, yet the US has a history of keeping spouses apart. For nearly 250 years, African Americans were beholden to their white slaveholders, who often determined which couples could marry and which had to separate. Rather than agree to the typical “until death do us part” wedding vows, African Americans couples instead had to answer, “Do you take this woman or this man to be your spouse—until death or distance do you part?”17

The US federal government also forced husbands and wives to separate when they created laws to break up the plural marriages of Native American tribes, Mormons, and immigrants in the 1800s. Still, each man was allowed to keep one wife.18

But if anyone did the most to keep husbands and wives apart, it probably was the Victorians.

Since as far back as we can go in human history, people slept together. Spouses, children, servants, strangers, friends, mistresses—whomever. Communal sleeping made sense, not only for safety but for warmth. 19

Enter the Victorians with their prudish and virtuous attitudes, and communal sleeping seemed more than just improper—it was considered immoral. It started with the upper class, who had the space and money to give every family member their own bedroom, including husbands and wives, but it eventually caught on with the lower classes.

Having a “room of one’s own,” or at least a bed of one’s own, was particularly popular with wives.

A “new woman” was emerging in the nineteenth century, Atlas Obscura observes. “She no longer wanted to be subservient to her husband and she actively claimed a new level of autonomy within her marriage. This shift was displayed in the middle-class bedroom where sexual boundaries were redrawn once again. In the grand old debauched marriage bed, wives were always available to their husbands. Separate beds marked an equipoise between the couple.”19

After World War II, however, when there was a push for family togetherness, sleeping in separate beds was seen as indicating a troubled, loveless, and sexless marriage, a myth that persists today, writes certified behavioral sleep medicine specialist Wendy M. Troxel.20 By the late 1970s, most spouses had gone back to sleeping together in a marital bed, and sleeping separately was seen as odd.

Since the 1990s, there has been a rise in unmarried couples who move in together. Their reasons are not unexpected—love and companionship, according to a 2019 Pew Research Center survey. That said, about four in ten couples say they decided to live with their romantic partner because it made financial sense or because it was convenient.21

Convenience is not the best reason to move in with your romantic partner. And we should ask: Convenient for whom?

Living together tends to be a heavier burden for women in heterosexual relationships than for men. As Maria Brandén and Karen Haandrikman discovered in their research, women are more likely to uproot their lives and move for the sake of living with their male romantic partners than vice versa. And if anyone’s career prompts a long-distance move, it’s typically his over hers—“nearly completely explained by power imbalances in the couple,” they observe—and her career will more likely suffer because of it.22

And if she doesn’t move closer?

What sociologist Sandra Krapf found is that couples who have to travel more than an hour to see each other are more likely to break up than those who live closer to each other. At the same time, she observes, those who live closer to each other are more likely to move in together than those in long-distance relationships.23

There’s also a problem with couples who move in together because of financial reasons. You’re basically turning a romantic decision—“I love my partner and I want to live with them and all their peccadilloes 24–7”—into a financial decision: “It sure would be cheaper if we lived together.”

And yes, it would be cheaper. Living together under one roof and pooling resources usually boosts the economic situation of each person—one mortgage or rental payment; one utility bill; one set of dishes, pots and pans, and flatware. Keeping two separate households often, but not always, is more expensive than cohabiting.

Yet looking solely at the financial savings of moving in together doesn’t take into consideration other costs, such as the psychological cost if you have to live farther away from your own social network of family and friends. As Eli J. Finkel notes in his 2017 book, The All-or-Nothing Marriage: How the Best Marriages Work, expecting our romantic partner to be our everything—best friend, passionate lover, devoted coparent, soul mate, and great communicator, as well as our romantic, intellectual, and professional equal who provides us with happiness, financial stability, intimacy, and social status—is too much for any one person to fulfill. Finkel, a professor of psychology at Northwestern University and director of the Relationships and Motivation Lab, advocates for having “other significant others” (OSO)—family, neighbors, or friends who help us
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