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      Owen and I hadn't seen each other in two weeks. We weren't fighting or anything, but he'd had to go to Chicago to visit his mother one weekend, and I had the flu the other. We managed to have dinner one evening, but otherwise our schedules didn't allow for any playtime. I still worked days at the phone support desk, while he seemed to work whenever the department needed him, which usually seemed like every night, all night. We'd been seeing each other regularly for four months now, but this was the longest we'd gone without any face-to-face contact since we'd met.

      Sure, we'd texted and emailed each other at least a couple of times daily, and I sent him the occasional dirty sexting photo, but it wasn't the same. Fortunately, we had developed a plan that would make the waiting worth it. He had plenty of vacation leave built up from the force. I didn't get much vacation time, but I hadn't used any this year, so I figured now would be the time. We'd suffer through this two-week period apart, but then we'd go on vacation together.

      It'd taken a while to debate and discuss our destination, but eventually, we'd worked out St. Augustine, Florida. It was getting toward the end of September, and even though my pool was heated, it was starting to get a little more uncomfortable outside where we live, and playing in the water is important to us. Well, it's important to me, anyway. We decided we'd go on a vacation to the beach, and even though it was off-season now, it was still plenty warm to play on the beaches in Florida.

      I'd arranged to rent a condominium in St. Augustine. Since it was after Labor Day, the rates were lower, and I could get a place that was larger for a decent price. Check-in was Saturday afternoon, and the check-out was the following Saturday. That worked out pretty well, considering it was a ten-hour drive to get there.

      Owen got off at midnight on Friday, which made it rough, but we had the schedule worked out. I'd pick him up in my car at 5:00 a.m., so he could get at least a little sleep. I usually don't get to bed until around midnight or so, so it really wasn't much easier on me, but sacrifices had to be made. Either way, the plan was to pick him up at five and drive straight through with only a lunch break and necessary "Rest Area" breaks. The office at the beachfront condo closed at 6 p.m., and we wanted to make it before that. They had a late check-in procedure, so we wouldn't have a problem if we were late, but we wanted to set that as our goal anyway.

      And that's pretty much the way it worked out. About halfway through Tennessee (or was is South Carolina?), we spotted a national park sign for a lake that sounded like a prime swimming spot, and I wanted to stop and go for a dip. Owen pointed out that it was only eight in the morning and fifty degrees outside. I was still game, but he insisted we keep to our schedule. I grumbled for half an hour, but grudgingly kept on driving. Maybe on the way back...

      Just about the time we hit northern Florida, we started being able to see the ocean out the driver's side window. Not long after that, we passed lots of ponds and wetlands. Normally, I'd be excited at seeing all that water, but not today. I'd been reading up on the alligators down here. I knew they were mostly further south in the Everglades region, but I'd be expecting them in any open fresh water area now. The fear of being eaten or mauled killed any erotic thoughts that the water might bring. No, all the water on this trip was going to be of the salty variety.

      We switched positions around noon, and Owen drove the final part of the trip. He'd dozed a little on and off that morning, but mostly said he couldn't sleep because I drove too fast. When we switched, I had the opposite problem. I guess that's one of the disadvantages of dating a cop: he always drives at the speed limit, and even sets the cruise control at the limit. The time I pointed it out, he gave me a look like I was in the wrong. I just shrugged and looked out the passenger window. We'd get there eventually, one way or another.

      We misjudged the traffic in northern Florida and didn’t arrive until 6:15, and sure enough, the office was closed. There was a drop box, so we had no problems. We got our keys and headed off to our new home away from home. It had two bedrooms, although we'd only be using one, a clean kitchen, and a balcony with a great view of the ocean. It was back some distance from the beach, but there was a raised wooden pathway that led right out to the sand from the rear of the property. It was very convenient, nicely furnished, and best of all, between the two of us, it was affordable.

      By the time we got the car unloaded and figured out where everything was, it was well after seven, and we were both hungry. I had really wanted to hit the ocean tonight after our drive, but when Owen said he wanted dinner, I really couldn't argue. Maybe the ocean would have to wait until morning after all.

      We went to a big place called the Sunset Grille, about two miles from where we were staying on A1A. It was an attractive building with a railing around the outside and tables both inside and out. We ate outside on the patio. Owen had steak & shrimp, and I went with the shrimp special. I think it may have been the most delicious shrimp I've ever had. Owen was pleased with his food too, but he didn't moan and rub his belly the way I did. I mean it was really good. The weather was nice, in the upper 70s as we sat there and ate. The sun was going down on the other side of the building, and the eastern sky, although darkening from the coming night, was clear and a deep blue.

      We had planned to grab a quick bite and get back to the condo, but the food was so good we decided to take our time.  We stopped at the grocery store on the way back to the condo, and bought what we thought we'd need for the week. Owen was a great cook, but we'd already decided that we'd probably eat out most nights, which made it easier on him.

      We ended up getting back to the condo around 9:45, and the sun was down. We didn't want to come all the way down here just to watch TV, so we decided to go for a walk on the beach. I fished around in my suitcase and pulled out a pair of flashlights.  We both put on hoodies since the wind was picking up and headed outside. We made it down to the sandy beach quickly, and got a good look around, so we would be able to find the right gate in the dark if we were out here for a while.

      We turned left out the gate and stepped down onto the sand, which was still warm from the sun having pounded down on it all afternoon. It would have been completely possible to take our shoes off and walk, but at night, in the dark, we decided it might be better not to try: between the shells, the seaweed, and any litter that might be out here, it probably wasn't worth it. We could go barefoot tomorrow.

      We walked along and watched the stars light up as it got darker. We could make out some ships out on the horizon, or at least we could see their running lights moving around out there, some fast, others moving almost imperceptibly slow. All the while the wind blew incessantly, making it hard to have any kind of conversation. Just being there, away from work, together was enough.

      Owen reached over and took my hand in his. We walked on like this for over an hour, only passing three other couples doing the same.  Owen was not "out" at home, at least not to his friends or work colleagues, but down here, he wasn't as concerned about it. Besides, it was dark, so no one could tell anyway. I knew this logic was going on in his mind, and I understood it. I'd been out since high school, but understood the situation with him being a cop and all. I didn't like that he had to hide things, but going along with his discretion was a small price to pay to be with him.

      We got about as far as we wanted to go, or as far as we thought we could and still find our way back in the blackness of the abandoned beach. Again, it was off-season, so a lot of the houses and apartments that lined the beach were dark, probably uninhabited already.

      As we turned around, Owen leaned down to whisper in my ear, “I love you.” It wasn’t much of a whisper, with the wind out here, it would have been a shout anywhere else, but I heard him loud and clear. There, he’d said it. I hate to admit this was a milestone for the two of us, especially after four months of dating, but there it was, the first time he’d said it. I had said it a couple of times as we talked on the phone:

      “Gotta go, we’ll talk later.”

      “OK.”

      “Love you.”

      “Bye.”

      It was as much habit and telephone protocol as actual emotion in this case. I’m not sure that it even really counted on the “relationship-meter,” but the words had at least come out of my mouth before. This was the first time Owen had said it to me, or I suspected, anyone else.

      “I love you too,” was my unhesitating reply. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it here on the windy beach, but you could have knocked me over with a feather. The big lug was trying to move on to the next phase of our relationship, and apparently he knew the procedure as well as I did. I squeezed his hand harder, and we made our way back to the condo. It had been a long drive, so we didn't stay up very late, peeling off our clothes and falling into bed.
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      The next morning, we got up later than planned, around 10 a.m. We went to a local place that looked interesting, "The Oasis." It was yummy, but far too crowded to really enjoy. We agreed to try it again on a weekday, hoping the crowds would diminish. We headed back to the condo, changed clothes, and got ready to hit the beach.

      I pulled out the sunscreen I'd packed for both of us, and started smearing it on my face, arms, chest, and legs, while Owen did the same. I asked if he needed any help with his back, and he handed the tube back to me, "Knock yourself out!" I'm not sure if that was a request for help or permission to rub gooey oil on his back. I took it as the latter. I put a big glob of creamy sunscreen in my hand and started in the center of his huge hairless back. I rubbed in a circular direction, working outwards from the center. I had a hard time not spending way too much time squeezing his shoulder blades and giving him an impromptu massage. Eventually, I ran out of bare
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