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      One’s a hockey player. The other’s a dancer. They were inseparable as kids, but twenty years later, career is everything.

      Dixon Cliff has spent years proving himself on the ice. Oscar Salazar has done the same on stage. Their professions demand focus, and relationships don’t easily fit in the schedule. But when a surprise reunion stirs up childhood memories—and undeniable attraction—suddenly, making time for each other feels more important than anything.

      As they navigate the whirlwind of professional hockey and dancing, plus living hundreds of miles apart, one question remains: is this just a fleeting connection, or can they find a way to make forever work?

      Skating Back to You is a low angst, friends-to-lovers romance where love takes center stage, and the heart always leads the way.
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      “Mr. Cliff. Good evening. It’s wonderful to see you.” Miss Julia handed me a program. She’d worked the aisle leading to my season ticket seats at the Koch Theater for nearly every performance I’d attended since I’d arrived in the city over the summer. No matter how many times I’d asked her to call me Dixon, she wouldn’t do it.

      I gave a single nod and a broad smile. “Good to see you too, Miss Julia. I’m glad I could catch this show before I head out tomorrow.”

      “Oh yes.” She beamed a bright smile. I’d learned early on that the bigger her smile, the more I’d enjoy the performance. “It’s an incredible production.”

      “Good to know. You’ve never led me wrong.” Miss Julia reminded me of my grandmother. I knew from talking to her during intermissions that she’d worked here for decades. The stories she had about the people and shows she’d seen were captivating. I’d met her the first time I’d come here to see the New York City Ballet perform. She’d recognized me from the Empire even though I’d only just arrived for training camp. She knew her hockey.

      “I trust you can find your seat?” She always asked that question.

      And I always responded the same. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Tonight I was here solo since I needed to catch Ballet Strong, which was starting a weeklong engagement. Sometimes friends came along since I had two seats, but tonight I’d kept it simple since I had an early flight out with the team. There was no way I could miss a show featuring male dancers doing a mix of traditional male solos along with new numbers choreographed specifically for the show.

      I made my way down to the first row. I enjoyed sitting in the first balcony, and securing seats here and at the adjacent Metropolitan Opera House had been among the first things I’d done when I knew I’d be moving to New York. My parents loved theater and dance and they had brought me up on arts programs on PBS and the occasional live performance when something interesting had played in the area. I hadn’t always understood what I saw in those programs, but watching people move to music had captured my imagination—and still did today.

      I slid into the row, saying, “Excuse me” as I went. A young boy was playing on his phone to my right while the seat to my left was empty since I hadn’t brought anyone.

      “Whoa.” The boy stretched the word out while keeping his voice down. His parents had clearly taught him how to behave in a theater. “You’re Dixon Cliff.”

      His eyes were wide.

      “Hi. Yes, I am.”

      “I’m so sorry.” His mom looked at me and then at him. “Evan, you shouldn’t be bothering him.”

      I shot her a smile. “It’s okay.” I turned my attention to Evan. “It’s nice to meet you, Evan.”

      “I didn’t know hockey players liked ballet.”

      Not the first time I’d heard that. “I always have. Dancers are some of the most incredible athletes. And the stories they can tell without words are amazing.”

      He shrugged. “I guess the pirate show was pretty cool. They even had swords.”

      “Le Corsaire,” Evan’s mom offered.

      “That’s one of my favorites.”

      “My sister likes everyone falling in love.” On the other side of his mom sat a girl who looked a year or two older than Evan. She ignored our conversation in favor of reading the program. Beside her was an empty chair.

      “Can’t wait to tell everyone I saw you. Dad’ll flip too when he comes back. Mom?” He held the phone out to her. “Can you take a picture of us?”

      “Evan, I’m sure he’d rather not.”

      Being stuck between a parent and child wasn’t my favorite place. She clearly wanted to set boundaries with him, but I didn’t mind taking a picture either. Evan looked at her and I took the moment to mouth It’s fine to her so she knew.

      “Is it okay with you?” Evan turned back to me.

      His mom gave a quick nod with a quiet “Thank you.”

      “Sure.” I leaned next to him and he got a little closer. His mom snapped a couple of pictures.

      “You’re going to bring home wins on the road, right?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Dad, look who’s sitting next to me.” Evan was a little louder and his mom put a hand on his shoulder.

      I heard “Excuse me” coming from behind me and stood to find someone who was unmistakably Evan’s father.

      “Dixon Cliff,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “Andrew Braxton.” We shook. “And apparently you’ve met Evan.”

      “Yes, I have. We talked a little about what he likes to see in a ballet.”

      Andrew chuckled. “I’m sure it involved pirates. I hope he didn’t disturb you.”

      “Not at all.”

      The lights flashed, indicating the performance would start in a few moments.

      “Evan, make sure you don’t bother him during the show.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him nodding vigorously.

      “Good to meet you, Dixon. And thanks.” Andrew gestured at Evan, who was turning off his phone, then headed to his seat on the other side of his family.

      Once I’d taken off my coat and settled in my seat, I opened the program to take a quick scan. I liked to read everything before the performance started, but I’d have to settle for the lineup for the evening and read the rest at intermission.

      The name of the dancer performing a solo from Swan Lake stopped me.

      Oscar Salazar.

      Could it be?

      I flipped through the booklet looking for pictures. Even though he was all grown up, I recognized him immediately—the kind expression, an energy in his eyes that relayed eagerness, and the dark, curly hair. Before I could flip to his bio, the lights faded and the conductor walked to his podium in the orchestra pit.

      Anticipation skyrocketed at the thought of seeing Oscar dance for the first time in nearly twenty years.

      When the lights came up on stage, there were eight men sitting and doing stretches on the floor. The orchestra sounded as if they were warming up, although the conductor was guiding them.

      My gaze went right to Oscar, the third from the right, as he stretched out to touch his toes. I couldn’t look away as he stood and slowly raised his left leg and brought it up to the side of his head.

      Damn.

      His picture didn’t fully capture how handsome he’d become. The light blue sleeveless shirt he wore popped against his light brown skin. His strong arms were on full display, and as he went through his warm-up, it became even more apparent how fit he was.

      Suddenly the music exploded into “The Rumble” from West Side Story and the dancers broke into movement across the stage. Controlled chaos was the only term that came to mind. They settled into a dance battle, calling out to each other to do something bigger, bolder.

      Each performer had their own spectacular flair. I tried to take it all in, but my attention drifted back to Oscar. He vibrated with energy, constantly moving even when he wasn’t center stage. It reminded me of being ready for anything in a face-off.

      The energetic medley of West Side songs continued while the dancers gave the audience a taste of what they each brought. At the end, they formed a line at the front of the stage, reminiscent of A Chorus Line.

      After that, it felt like an eternity until Oscar returned to the stage to dance Prince Siegfried’s solos from Swan Lake. This was the number that had caught my eye. I’d seen a few versions of the ballet over the years and this was choreography I’d never seen before. He owned the stage with a perfect combination of power and grace. Not until he finished did I realize how far forward I’d moved in my seat or that I’d held my breath for the final set of twirls and leaps.

      I restrained myself from a standing ovation for just the third number, although I added to the audience’s thunderous applause.

      The show proceeded with incredible dance after incredible dance. Oscar appeared in another two ensemble pieces. He might as well have been out there solo, though, for as much attention as I paid anyone else.

      After not appearing in the next three dances, he returned in a pool of light on the far left while another dancer was on the far right. I didn’t recognize the beautiful music that accompanied them. They moved separately for a time but then closed the space between them.

      In breathtaking starts and stops, it clearly became the story of a relationship that moved from friends to lovers. The pas de deux blew me away. I’d never seen one featuring two men and the strength they exuded, lifting and moving each other, exhilarated me. I wiped away a tear and took a deep breath as my chest vibrated from the emotionally charged story they told.

      The dance continued, telling the story of a life lived. The longer it went, the more I couldn’t control my emotions. Tears flowed freely as the music’s last notes faded along with the lights. Oscar knelt over the other dancer, who lay still on the stage.

      The audience erupted in applause. I sat still, unable to even join in. The dance would’ve evoked an emotional response no matter what, but seeing Oscar performing that left me profoundly moved. And if act one ended with that, I couldn’t imagine what act two had in store.

      The house lights came up on an empty stage.

      “Mr. Cliff, are you okay?” Evan asked as I wiped my eyes.

      I couldn’t find my voice, so I looked over and nodded.

      “Evan, he just needs a minute.” His mom spoke quietly as I tried to get myself under control. She offered a tissue and I took it.

      “Thank you,” I managed to say without a voice crack.

      “It was amazing,” she said softly.

      “Yes, it was.”

      “Come on, Evan,” his dad said, “let’s get you and Lizzie a cookie.”

      I stared at the stage and dabbed at my eyes. Oscar had come a long way from the recitals I’d seen him in.

      Once I got the tears under control, I got up to stretch my legs and get water.

      “What did you think?” Miss Julia asked as I emerged into the lobby.

      “I’m not sure I have the right words.” I held up the balled-up tissue.

      She nodded. “I watch that last number every night. It’s so good.”

      “Is there a way to get a message backstage? I’d like to see one of the dancers afterward, if that’s possible.”

      “Of course. I can take one to the stage door to pass on.”

      “That would be amazing.” Of course, I had no pen or paper, so that complicated things a bit.

      “Here.” Miss Julia passed over a pen and a small pad she produced from her jacket pocket.

      “Thank you.”

      It only took a moment to compose the message.

      
        
        O-man!

        No fair making me cry!

        I’d love to see you after the show if you’re free. I’ll come to the stage door.

        - Dix

      

      

      I tore the page out, folded it in half, and wrote Oscar’s name on it.

      “Thanks, Miss Julia. I haven’t seen Oscar since we were kids and now to see what he can do…” I trailed off to avoid tearing up again.

      “How wonderful. I’ll make sure this gets to him. You know where the stage door is, right?”

      “I do. Yes.”

      Chimes sounded, which meant that intermission would end in five minutes.

      “I’m going to get some water,” I said. “Thanks for taking the message. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

      She gave me a warm smile. “Play some good defense for us, Mr. Cliff.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      We came off stage bouncing with energy. The eight of us had bonded fast when we’d started rehearsals for this tour. Six weeks into the three-month tour and we were a tight group.

      “Can we just stay here?” Alexi asked in his light accent. “I love how often they gasp or randomly applaud.”

      “Right?” Corey draped his arms around Alexi’s and Matteo’s shoulders. “The other audiences were wonderful, but here you can tell they are very into what we’re doing.”

      “It vibrates the stage sometimes,” I said, stopping at the door to the dressing room I shared with Nate.

      “Especially for you two,” Alexi continued. “They loved the pas de deux.”

      Nate and I traded a smile. We knew we’d scored a special dance in the show when we were learning it. I felt blessed getting to tell such an incredible story. Even in the Midwest towns we’d played so far, it had gotten a good response. Tonight, though, the loudness of the audience had thumped through me like a drumbeat at a rock concert.

      “You’re going to have a ton of programs to sign tonight, no doubt about it,” Corey called back from his door farther down the hall.

      Everyone drifted into their dressing rooms to get cleaned up and changed. The rooms here were nice—each had two stations and there was enough room not to trip over each other. We’d been to a couple of venues where we were all stuffed into a single room.

      I sat at my table in front of the mirror and before I got into the routine of removing the stage makeup, a note caught my attention. The white paper almost faded into the white of the table, but the front had my name spelled out in block letters.

      “No way!” I said far louder than I’d meant to as I read it.

      Only one person called me O-man.

      “What?” Nate looked at me through the reflections in the mirrors.

      “One of my best friends growing up is here tonight.” I held up the note. “I need to make sure they let him in. Be back in a sec.”

      Moving quickly, I went to the desk at the stage door. Hopefully, Dix wouldn’t just stand outside. The last time we’d seen each other was right after third grade ended. He’d gone off to hockey camp for the summer and I’d gone to a ballet intensive. Except I never went back to Wisconsin because my family decided to move to Miami so I could continue with that ballet school.

      Over the years I’d thought about reaching out, but it’d been one of those things I’d think about and then forget. Even when he played in Miami, I never went to seek him out. I had followed his NHL career, though, and had a note in my calendar to “find Dix” while I was in New York.

      The stage door opened just as I came around the corner.

      Holy crap! Dixon looked good. Damn good. He was slightly taller than me, broad across the shoulders, and so handsome with close-cropped dark hair and a beard that were a few shades darker than his skin.

      Our eyes locked as we stopped to stare.

      “Dix!” I broke the spell, and we came together to share a backslapping embrace.

      “O-man.” His deep baritone voice exuded confidence and a certain sexiness too. It was far from the squeaky voices we’d had so many years ago. “You were incredible.”

      We stepped back and neither of us could stop grinning.

      “I can’t believe you’re here. I’m glad you liked the show.”

      “Liked doesn’t come close to describing how good tonight was. I can’t think of another performance that moved me like your dance at the end of act one.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot, especially from someone who saw me wander aimlessly around the stage as a mouse in The Nutcracker for a couple of Christmases.”

      “You’ve come a long way.” The slight laugh as he said that sent warmth through me.

      “So have you, Mister Empire. I was going to look you up, but you found me first.”

      “Do you maybe have time tonight to grab a bite or a drink or something?”

      “I’d love that.” I didn’t hesitate. While the cast usually had a late dinner together, we each skipped that sometimes to hang out with friends or family. “Come with me. I’ll show you where you can hang out while I get changed.”

      “Great.”

      Dix officially signed in with the stage door guard, and I took the moment to look him over. The kid was still there with his bright eyes, always taking everything in. He still bubbled with enthusiasm too. He’d always been game to do whatever and I loved that that seemed unchanged.

      He’d also become devastatingly handsome. I’d seen pictures online, but seeing him in hockey gear didn’t compare to the dark blue suit and gray overcoat he wore, which perfectly complemented his dark brown skin. The complete package was ridiculously sexy and could’ve come right out of GQ.

      I shouldn’t think things like sexy. We were old friends and we’d only just said hi for the first time in years.

      “You still into pancakes?” Dix’s question pulled me out of my thoughts.

      “Like you have to ask.”

      “Excellent. If you’re up for a trip downtown, I’ll take you to my favorite pancakes in the city.”

      He fell in next to me as I walked us farther into the backstage area.

      “Is your mom okay with you eating other people’s pancakes? Hers are the best. I remember the huge fundraising breakfasts your team threw. They raised a lot of cash because of her recipe.”

      “She still does those too, even though I grew out of that league years ago.” Dix’s smile radiated joy that shot right through my chest. “And she loves the pancakes at this place.”

      “Well, okay then. If they’ve got Mama Cliff’s stamp of approval, I must have them.” I stopped at the door to the green room. A couple of other people were already waiting for other dancers. “You can chill here. I’ll be quick.”

      “No hurry. The place is open twenty-four seven. Plus you’ve got a bit of a crowd waiting for autographs and you don’t want to disappoint them.”

      A crowd? We always signed autographs for whoever waited, but usually it was only a couple dozen people at most. “Right. Be back soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Dix’s patience proved endless. While I’d changed quickly, there was indeed a crowd—the largest we’d seen yet—and it slowed down our departure. As we headed outside, he assured me that he understood because he always made time to talk with fans who took the time to wait.

      Sometimes, as I moved from person to person, I’d look around and see him waiting in the distance, sitting on a bench and watching. Every time I looked his way I got a smile, a nod, or both.

      Damn it.

      My brain suddenly focused on what I was wearing—jeans, sweatshirt, leather jacket. I only dressed up for opening night at each stop and went very casual and comfortable otherwise. With Dix so dashing in his suit, I was way underdressed.

      It took forty-five minutes to get to the end of the people waiting for a picture, autograph, or simply to talk about the performance. I appreciated everyone but was so happy when it was done.

      “You’re popular,” Dix said as I stopped in front of him.

      “Sorry that took so long. That’s the largest crowd we’ve ever had. I’m guessing you get that a lot too.”

      He shrugged as bashfulness crossed his face. “I’m still new here, but there are fans who want to see me and I’m happy to spend time with them. You were like a rockstar here. You and your partner in that duet talked and signed so much.”

      “It’s amazing how people react to that piece. It means different things to nearly everyone. I’m so lucky to dance it.”

      “Let’s head to the diner so we’re not talking in the cold.” Dix had the same thought I did. Even as kids, we’d had a knack for getting distracted and being late. “Subway or Lyft?”

      “Which is faster?”

      “On a Thursday night, probably the subway.”

      We walked toward the Sixty-Sixth Street subway station to catch the 1 train.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that pas de deux.” Dix talked as we navigated around the other people on the sidewalk. “I don’t think I’ve cried as much at a performance either. No one warned me to bring Kleenex. At least I knew at Giselle I’d need tissues.”

      Pride swelled in my chest at bringing out that reaction from him.

      “Even worse that it was at the end of the act and the lights came up. I’m not sure what the kid next to me thought. His mom came through with a tissue, though.”

      “I’m so glad that it meant something to you. I’ve danced a lot of powerful pieces over the years, but nothing quite like that. Rehearsals often brought me to tears, and I worried I wouldn’t be able to find the right tone for the audience, or worse, that I’d get overemotional in the moment.”

      We headed down the stairs as our conversation continued. Since there were three other shows playing at Lincoln Center, the platform was full of audience, cast, and crew all departing.

      “And you choreographed too. I noticed you did the Swan Lake solo yourself. It’s wonderful to see how much you’ve accomplished.” He swiped a card at the turnstile and walked through. Then he reached back to swipe for me.

      “Thanks for that.” I gestured at the turnstile before I followed him down the platform. “All of us got to create for the show. That scared me because I hadn’t done anything for performance. It’s one thing to mess around with moves in the studio and very different to create for an audience. Thank God the show’s director and choreographer helped sharpen it. I learned a lot going through that process.”

      His gaze locked on mine and that warmth spread through me again. Without speaking, he conveyed an enormous compliment through just his eyes. I pushed myself not to look away since it filled me with pride and overwhelmed me at the same time.

      “You’ve done so much of what you talked about when we were kids.”

      “So have you.”

      He shrugged modestly. “Still working on a Stanley Cup.”

      “And I’m not a principal dancer yet.” I knocked into his shoulder as the train approached. “We’ve still got plenty of time.”

      “True,” he shouted as the train approached.

      The car we stepped into was crowded, so we stood and held on to one of the poles. We attempted to keep the conversation going, but between the screeching of the train and all the chatter around us, we settled into a comfortable silence for the ride.
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