"Before we hook up, can you sign this?"

In an effort to stem sexual harassment suits, more and more companies are insisting that office paramours sign "love contracts" -- even before any collegial coitus takes place. Is climbing over the cube worth the aggravation?

July 21, 2005 | Christine Barney doesn't know who brought up the idea first. All she remembers is that a few years ago she and a male colleague, Robert Gill, stopped in a deli for lunch on a car trip to visit a client, and one of them casually mentioned that it would be fun to do something outside of work -- as in "Maybe we could go to the movies sometime soon," she says. 

So Barney, who was the managing partner of a public relations firm in Miami, did what any recently divorced woman in a two-year dating drought would do. She ran straight to her business partner, Bruce Rubin, and told him that she and Gill, the company's senior writer were thinking of dating. "I wanted to make sure it was above board," says Barney, now 41. 

But Rubin wasn't thrilled about the idea of Barney mixing love and work, especially with a subordinate. So he ran straight to his lawyer, who explained that the potential lovebirds just needed to sign an agreement stating that their fraternizing was consensual. 

Never mind that Barney and Gill had yet to hold hands, kiss or exchange googly eyes. Barney told Gill that before they even planned their first date, he needed to sign a so-called "love contract" to release the company from any legal claim if things turned ugly. "This is really uncomfortable," he told her as he picked up a pen. 

