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Content warning

This book is intended for adult readers. All characters are twenty-one years of age or older. Both leads are in their forties.

His to Pour is a dark small-town romance. It contains:


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults in their forties

	A second-chance relationship with unresolved grief

	Profanity

	Grief for a dead husband who remains a ghost of a lease, not a rival (past drowning; not depicted on the page)

	A diner kitchen fire, a power outage, ice-storm memory, a river that can kill, and industrial accident risk

	Alcohol and a working bar

	Small-town public shame and the particular politics of a dam town

	Mentions of a past divorce the town still uses as a calendar (not on-page)



What it does not contain: rape used as romance, sexual content involving anyone under twenty-one, incest, or on-page harm to children. No prior couple is un-HEA’d; Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers stay, Torin Shaw and Tamsin Ward stay, Kit Farrow and Willa Greer stay, Rook Nash and Lettie Pike stay, Soren Drake and Avery Rhodes stay, Micah Boone and Juniper Lang stay, Drew Beckett and Sidra Keane stay, Pax Mercer and Sheriff Nia Crowe stay, Felix Crane and Rowan Hale stay, Calum York and Nell Dyer stay. This is Book 11 of The Iron Creek Line.

If any of that is not for you, close the book. Iron Creek will not take it personally. The pour never does.

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 11
Chapter 1 — The Circle

Jed Taft had a system for Marnie Sloan, and the system was a circle.

As long as there was a rag, a well, a bar that needed a wipe, he was a Spillway in a diner doorway and she was a pot. As long as there was a pot, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like eggs and a board and a woman who didn’t come to a cider so much as come to other people’s 4 a.m. As long as he said later when she said coffee, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then a 5:00 numbered two pours as a not-sitting, and Marnie Sloan looked at a circle one second too long to be a wipe, and the system developed a crack you could hear from a steel.

The bar would want a name or a not. The diner would want a number she liked. Jed Taft, forty-four, The Spillway, wanted a clean circle more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, in a doorway with a pot, that those were not the same pour.

He was not in the doorway yet.

He was on Crest Street at 4:58 with a rag in his back pocket he had no honest reason to bring into a diner, because rags were a bar’s religion and diners had steel that already shone, and bringing a rag to Marnie Sloan at 5:00 was a hymn he had been refusing to sing for twenty years and was about to sing anyway.

Late August. Heat occupying the ridge the way heat occupied Iron Creek in the weeks after a July: like a rumor that had meant it, unpacked, and then sat on the grade without a key. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work a well or a pot. Crest Street, a thousand feet above the tailrace and a world away, had already started thinking about blinking yellow. The Gauge was open because Marnie Sloan did not close for weather that had not yet killed anyone. The Spillway would still have Willa Greer’s lights on tonight, because bartenders in dam towns kept the same hours as grief.

Jed did not do luck. He did last call, and he did circles, and he did not look down Penstock Road toward the Iron, which was a black ribbon at the bottom of the world with a standing offer: four minutes if you went in. Less if a gate was open. The well had its own offer. The well’s offer was a stool, a later, a man who wiped so his hands had a job, which was a later Jed sat every morning in a first pot he did not drink in public and did not put on a board.

The Gauge’s bell did the small mean thing it did when a door that had learned night crew learned a bar owner instead.

Marnie did not look up at once. That was her intelligence. Looking up at once was a specials board. She poured Oren Graves his second, because retired linemen in dam towns kept the same hours as grief, and she wiped a circle of her own on the steel, and then she looked, which was a later Jed was not going to unscrew.

Forty-one. The Gauge. A mouth that was kind and merciless, the diner combination, and a woman who had buried a husband in a year the river had been high and had not left the canyon, which the town called loyalty and which Marnie called the lease. Dark hair gone early silver at the left temple, pinned with a pencil that was a tool. Apron. Hands that had poured for dam people since before Lane Vickers’s name was on a door. She put a pot on the steel like evidence.

“You can have a circle,” she said. “Or you can have a stool. Or you can have a coffee that isn’t a later. I’m not picking for you. I’m sitting what you pick. That’s a board. File it. Then decide if a bar is a bar you’re in.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the rag, which was suddenly a joke he had not authorized.

“I’m in,” he said, and hated that he’d said it like a blade, and did not unscrew it, because the unscrewing was how you lost a well and a woman in the same week. “Don’t make me a man who has to say it twice because the moose is hungry. Say what you need. I’ll pour it.”

Marnie’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a 5:00 and still being made in a heat the canyon did not believe.

“I need you not to make a rag a hymn between now and a stool. I need you not to make a coffee a circle. I need a well that can sit in a Gauge without being a plaque. I need you to ask when you ask. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

“Copy,” Jed said, and hated the copy, and kept it, because copy was how you lived in a dam town without bleeding on the furniture.

He sat.

The stool was the one he had not sat in daylight in a long time, third from the pie case, in the sightline of a board that said EGGS in a font nobody had asked to improve. Oren scanned a scanner he did not turn off. Hollis Dyer was a hinge on a stool with nothing in his future that was ice-melt, because August did not retail panic, and Hollis sold the not-panic as a look. Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers were a grocery two booths down, Clip under a table Marnie had authorized years ago, a ring that was not pretty. They stayed. Jed did not look at them long enough to have to.

Marnie poured. Coffee that could stand a spoon. She did not novelize. She set the mug on the steel the way she set everything: like a number she liked.

“Eggs,” she said. “Not a thesis.”

“I didn’t ask for eggs.”

“You sat. Sitting is eggs. That’s a Gauge. File it.”

He ate. The eggs were not dry. That was her other intelligence. He had eaten her eggs for twenty years from a doorway and had told himself doorway eggs were a different food. They were not. They were eggs. He was a man in a diner at 5:06 who had said I’m in with a rag in his pocket like a weapon he had not drawn.

“Willa’s off Thursday,” he said, because talking about a bartender was talking about a well, and wells were safer than mouths. “Four days. Kit found a lake that isn’t the Iron. I’m the well.”

“You’re always the well.” Marnie refilled Oren without being asked. “Four days is a number. Numbers are a bar. Don’t you make a number a hymn in my first pot. Hymns are The Spillway. I’m a steel. Drink.”

He drank. The coffee did the thing her coffee always did, which was arrive in the chest like a verdict. He wanted to say the rest. The rest was twenty years and a divorce the town still used as a calendar and a husband who had gone to a tailrace shelf in high water and had not come back in the four minutes the canyon advertised. The rest was a later. He had said he was in. Being in was not the same as pouring the rest on a steel at 5:09 with Hollis selling a look.

“I heard you,” he said. “Stool. Coffee that isn’t a later. Ask when I ask. I’m sitting it. Don’t you make me a man who has to sit it twice because a town is hungry.”

“I heard you the first time.” She wiped a circle that didn’t need wiping, and the wipe was not a rag’s wipe, it was a diner’s, which was a different religion with the same hands. “That’s why the stool exists.”

He paid. Paying was extra. Extra was a bin the diner filed as weather and then unwrote, which was how you knew a thing was serious. He did not leave the rag on the steel. He put it back in his pocket like a man putting a prayer away until night.

At the door he looked at her. She looked back. The look lasted one second too long to be a pot.

It was not a pot.

It was a pour.

Outside, heat occupying the ridge. Jed’s rag on a hip, not leaving, a man who kept a circle so his hands had a job waiting to see if the pot would come out into the weather.

Marnie Sloan reached for a pot.

This time she picked it up.

Iron Creek, being Iron Creek, already had the story in its mouth.

It could wait. It wouldn’t wait long.
Chapter 2 — The Pot

Marnie Sloan had a system for Jed Taft, and the system was a pot.

As long as there was coffee, a board, a diner that needed a pour, she was a Gauge in a bar’s doorway and he was a circle. As long as there was a circle, she didn’t have to notice that he smelled like well-soap and a last call and a man who didn’t come to eggs so much as come to other people’s bad hours. As long as she said later when he said stool, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then he sat.

She had poured him. She had said eggs. She had heard I’m in in a voice she had been filing as weather since a summer she did not put on a specials board, and the filing had failed, which was a crack you could hear from a steel if you were the steel.

The diner would want a number she liked. The bar would want a name or a not. Marnie Sloan, forty-one, The Gauge, wanted a clean pot more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, with a man on a stool, that those were not the same eggs.

She did not close for a sitting. Closing was how you made a 5:00 a hymn. She poured the shift change. Day crew from the powerhouse, night crew coming down the grade with ice not on them because August had opinions, a sheriff’s deputy who still believed a report could be a poem if you typed it kind. Arlo Finch took a corner and wrote nothing, which was growth. Oren scanned. Hollis sold a hinge with his eyes and then, at 6:10, sold an actual hinge to a tourist who wanted a photograph of the dam from the tailrace shelf, which Hollis did not sell, which was a store’s intelligence.

Lane Vickers sat the counter at 6:22 with a tablet and a ring and a look that said the plant was a mood. Wes was in the lot with Clip and a grocery list, which was a lockout they had named years ago and were still sitting. Lane did not novelize. Lane was safety. Safety numbered windows. Marnie poured without asking, because Marnie had been pouring for dam people since before Lane’s name was on a door.

“Your 5:00 sat,” Lane said, not as an accusation, as a weather report.

“On a stool.” Marnie’s mouth was kind and merciless. “I’m not the specials board. I’m telling you the specials board is going to try. You want eggs or you want to look like a woman who only closed a log.”

“Eggs,” Lane said. “Then a plant. Don’t you write a wedding on a board I haven’t given you. That’s a later. Laters are a hall. Halls are not 6:22.”

Marnie did not write a wedding. She had heard the rumor the way she heard all rumors: through a pot, which was a diner’s radio. Wes and Lane. A date. A hall. The town had a chew in its future that was not this book’s to sit. She poured. She filed. She did not hang it.

“Eggs,” she said. “Not a thesis.”

Lane ate. Lane paid. Lane lifted two fingers at the lot, where Wes lifted two back, which was a grocery schedule’s kindness. They stayed. Marnie did not un-HEA them. Marnie did not look at them long enough to have to.

Willa Greer came at 2:10, which was a bartender’s morning, with a look that had learned a well and a man who sat a soda at the end of it. Kit Farrow was not with her. Kit was a river in daylight, a hold, a pairing that had learned a don’t-drown and was using it. They stayed. Willa sat a stool Jed had sat at 5:06 and did not comment on the sitting, which was a comment.

“Pie,” Willa said. “If you have a pie that isn’t a sermon.”

“I have cherry. Cherry is not a sermon. Sermons are The Spillway.” Marnie boxed it. “You’re off Thursday.”

“I’m a lake that isn’t the Iron for four days. Jed is a well. Wells without me become personalities. Don’t you make my well a church you won’t sit. That’s a policy. The policy doesn’t care that I like both of you. Don’t drown in a 5:00. That’s his river talking. Ignore it, or don’t. Either way, pie.”

Marnie looked at Willa’s mouth. Willa had been twenty-two when Jed hired her, which the town still used as a calendar for a different disaster. Willa was twenty-nine now, a well, a woman who did not romanticize a drowning, a pairing that was not Marnie’s to unscrew. Marnie had poured Willa through a Reed and a Kit and a lot with a paper bag. Marnie did not get to be surprised that Willa could pour her back.

“I’m a pot,” Marnie said. “Pots pour. They don’t novelize. If a 5:00 is a 5:00 I’m in, I’ll sit it. If a 5:00 is a circle he brought in a pocket like a hymn, I’ll pour Oren and I will not look at a door. Both can be true. Mix nothing. That’s a Gauge. File it.”

“I heard the bins.” Willa took the pie. “Don’t you make him a plaque because Gavin is a shelf. Plaques are a hall. Halls already happened. You’re a steel. He’s a rag. Ask when you ask. I’m a lake until Monday. If you break him I will still pour him coffee. If he breaks you I will pour him coffee with a look. That’s the policy. Confirm you heard the pie.”

“I heard the pie.”

Willa left. The bell did its small mean thing. Marnie stood at the steel with a pot and a town and a 5:00 that had already used her up in a heat a grief had made, and she did not write the board, and the board said EGGS, which was how you knew the thing was serious.

Gavin Peck had liked eggs. That was not a thesis. That was a man who had sat this counter in a year the river had been high and had gone to a tailrace shelf to look because looking was a religion he had borrowed from a plant he did not work, and the river had taken the looking in less than the four minutes the canyon advertised. She had kept the diner. She had kept the name Sloan because the diner was Sloan’s and the lease was Sloan’s and a husband’s last name on a steel was a hymn she had not wanted to sing at 4 a.m. for the rest of a life. The town called him Gavin. The town called her the widow when the town was hungry. The town called her Marnie when the town wanted eggs.

Jed Taft had sent sandwiches the week of the funeral from a kitchen he swore he didn’t have. She had not eaten them. She had not sent them back. Sending them back was a sequel. She had poured. Pouring was the job, boiled: telling weather no until you couldn’t, and then pouring anyway.

She closed at two because August shift change ended and the diner did not keep bar hours, which was a lockout she had named and was still sitting. She wiped the steel. She wiped the board. She did not write JED. Writing was a verse. She went through the alley door into the walk-up that was three rooms and a window that looked at The Spillway’s neon, the S a flicker he refused to fix because the joke paid in out-of-town photos. PILLWAY. She had been looking at that missing S for twenty years. She had told herself it was a joke. It was a later.

She did not go over.

Not going over was extra. Extra was a bin. She took it as a walk-up. She slept like a woman who opened at four, which was to say she slept like a pot: on her side, toward the window, toward a neon that was a personality, toward a man who had sat a stool and had said I’m in and had left a rag in a pocket like a promise he had not yet poured.

At 3:50 she put the pencil in her hair. She put the apron on. She put the first pot on.

She did not look at the door.

Then she looked, which was a later she was not going to unscrew.
Chapter 3 — Five O’Clock

Jed came at 5:00 like a man performing a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever.

Verify. The rag stayed in the pocket. Verify again. The stool was the stool. He sat it. He did not wipe her steel. Wiping it was how you hymned a diner.

Marnie poured. She did not ask. Asking was last night’s inventory; pouring was this morning’s. The mug landed. The eggs landed. Oren scanned. Hollis was a hinge. Calum York and Nell Dyer sat two-down, a blade and a washer, a kitchen that had learned a Gauge in daylight and was using it. They stayed. Jed did not un-HEA them. Jed did not look at them long enough to have to.

“Don’t wipe my steel,” Marnie said, as if he had reached for it, which he had not, except in a later he was sitting down. “That’s a diner. You’re a well. Mix nothing.”

“I heard the bins.” He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the mug, which was not a rag. “I’m not wiping. I’m sitting. If a stool is a stool you’re in after a 5:00 I already sat, say. If a pot still needs a later, say. I can take a later. I can’t take guessing about a steel. That’s inventory. You asked for it. I’m asking it with Oren hearing, which is a town.”

“Stool,” she said. “Eggs. Don’t you make me a man
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