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ard bill. He was more concerned with making the relationship work. Larry and his girlfriend
anna, had gone to the same college in Houghton, Mich., and they already spent most of their
e together, so sharing a two-bedroom apartment seemed like a logical next step. "I can
hgnestly say that the last thing on our minds was financial matters," says Ruhlman.

let six months later, the relationship ended, leaving behind more than just a couple of broken
hearts. It also |left broken pocketbooks and grudges about who should keep co-owned items and
who should pay outstanding credit card and utility bills.

Tgday, many young couples find that living together is an important trial period when
cdntemplating marriage. Others are content to "cohabit" with no aspirations of one day tying the
krjot. And same-sex couples don't have much choice since only Massachusetts allows them to

brry. Regardless of the reason, the number of unmarried couples living together has continued to

It amidst the housewarming parties and picking out the paint, these couples must consider some
vy important issues that are particular to cohabiters. Many people, like Ruhlman and his

fifriend, are failing to pass the test of commingling finances. "Money is a very emotional issue,”
sa; s Cary Carbonaro, president of Family Financial in Clarmont, Fla, "You have to find a way to
blgnd your personal lives and your financial lives." While it's not an easy task, careful planning can
‘\ p smooth the tensions than can (and probably will) arise.
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iples should start by coming clean about their debts and spending habits. This means talking
abbut everything, the good, the bad and the ugly, before moving in together. "Wherever [your

iother matter to consider before making the big move is the creation of a domestic partnership
ptract, or "cohabitation agreement.” This document gives unmarried partners some of the same
ptections that the state gives married couples. "Talk about it, draft it, sign it and have it

nple agreement at the Human Rights Campaign). Bryan says that this agreement should
lude breakup responsibilities, "It may sound a bit crass, but it doesn't hurt to have an exit
;tegy in case things don't work out," she says. Many couples refuse to admit that they could
evkr break up for fear that this will somehow influence the outcome of the relationship. But ex-

col ples were probably happy couples once too. Admitting that happily ever after cou/d have an end
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date is a responsible way of ensuring that both partners are protected in any event.

Blying items for the residence can be tricky. Couples should seriously consider the pros and cons
ofi establishing joint credit cards and opening joint accounts, especially savings accounts. In her
bpok "Money Without Matrirnony: The Unmarried Couple's Guide to Financial Security" {Dearborn),
Sheryl Garrett advises against establishing joint credit and says that one advantage to "being an
married couple is that you don't have to intertwine credit ratings, credit cards or most types of
edit." Many couples do establish a joint checking account for setting up the household and paying
ir daily living expenses, but the day-to-day ease of being able to spend from one account comes
the risk of having to separate and fairly divide the money if you break up. Couples often seat the
ount each person regularly puts into the account based on the partners' respective incomes,

axes are ancther area where cohabitating couples can find ways to maximize the advantages of
ing together. "Look into shifting taxes under the person for whom it's most beneficial," says
yvan. Unmarried couples must file separately, but you can maximize your deductions by making
[re that the partner who earns a higher wage pays for the tax-deductible items and makes any
charitable contributions, while the other partner ctaims the standard deduction, says Garratt,
puples should also seek advice from tax advisors who have experience working with cohabitating
iuples.

the event of a death or disability, the law does not provide for boyfriends and girlfriends as it
jes for husbhands and wives. Hence, cohabitating couples must do some estate planning to ensure
pt their wishes are carried out. In the best-case scenario, a newly moved-in together couple

¢ insurance company that will accept your partner as a beneficiary, says Garrett. More and more
ployers are beginning to offer health-insurance benefits to unmarried domestic partners, but
ples should be sure to discuss the details of their situation with their provider and get as much
itheir coverage in writing as possible,

fhiman is now a senior at Michigan State and has since moved into his own place in Okemos,

ith. He says he would think twice before moving in with someone without adequate financial
planning. "It was a nightmare," he says. "No matter how stable you think it is, too many things can
gojwrong."

While the end of any domestic relationship is fraught with complications, cohabiters need to take
exfra care to ensure that unforeseen financial woes don't accompany the heartbreak, "There are a
lot{of assumptions that people who are married can make that people who aren't cannot,” says
Bryan. "Couples need to put legal structures [in place] to protect themselves.”
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