
​Dear Reader: The Ashwood Novels 

​Series

Book 1

––––––––
[image: ]


​Dear Reader, I'm Sorry

​

​By

––––––––
[image: ]


​ASHLYN DAIRE

For those who understand that some apologies come too late—and some still matter.

Dear Reader, I’m Sorry

Copyright © 2025 by ASHLYN DAIRE

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review.

Published by ASHLYN DAIRE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover design/illustration copyright © 2025 by RAUSSI SMITH

Names: Daire, Ashlyn, author.

Title: Dear Reader, I'm Sorry / Ashlyn Daire.

Description: Publisher Name - ASHLYN DAIRE, Year - 2025. | Series: Dear Reader: The Novels of Ashwood (Book 1)

Subjects: LCSH: Women sleuths—Fiction. | Bookstores—Fiction. | Mothers and daughters—Fiction. | Small town life—Fiction. | Secrets—Fiction. | Epistolary fiction. |

LCGFT: Psychological fiction. | Suspense fiction. | Thrillers (Fiction). | Novels.

Classification: LCC [pending] | DDC—dc23

First Edition: April 2025

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Table of Contents

PART I: The Death and the Door

Chapter 1
Returning home after her estranged mother's death, Clara inherits the claustrophobic Ashwood & Sons bookstore and discovers a hidden key leading to a cryptic, apologetic envelope addressed simply to "Reader."
Chapter 2
Clara reads the first letter, a confession revealing her mother Rose's guilt over failing to save a girl named Eliza Grey, who vanished in 1998, amid hints of a cover-up by powerful figures known only as "they."
Chapter 3
Seeking context, Clara researches Eliza's disappearance at the local library, discovering sparse official reports but a crucial, critical editorial by ex-journalist Eli Barnes, whom she then seeks out at his rare bookstore.
Chapter 4
At Eli's meticulously curated shop, The Scriptorium, Clara shares the letter; Eli examines its structure and proposes the stunning theory that it's the first piece of a "sonnet crown"—a deliberate, coded confession hidden like a map.
Chapter 5
Guided by the first sonnet's clue, "It sleeps where the ink runs dry," Clara and Eli return to Ashwood & Sons and search Rose's old business ledgers, discovering the second hidden sonnet tucked within the final pages of one volume.
PART II: Letters from the Ashes

Chapter 6
Reading the second sonnet initially suggests Rose caused a tragic death near water, but Eli helps Clara reinterpret the text as a failed rescue attempt during a suicide, revealing the next clue: "Look for the name etched in stone."
Chapter 7
Following the clue to the Ashwood Cemetery, they locate Eliza Grey's stark memorial marker and discover a small metal box hidden at its base containing the third sonnet, directly linking the letters to Eliza's story.
Chapter 8
The third sonnet, read at Eliza's memorial, reveals she wasn't a simple runaway but had meticulously planned an escape from Ashwood, possibly with Rose, before her fatal miscalculation, yielding the clue: "Find where the music used to play."
Chapter 9
Deducing the clue points to the abandoned Ashwood Social Club, a place of faded community gatherings, Clara and Eli search the derelict building and find the fourth sonnet hidden inside a dusty, silent upright piano.
Chapter 10
The fourth sonnet exposes Ashwood's judgmental social dynamics and hidden class structure in 1998, also revealing Rose's own feelings of being an outsider, before providing the next clue pointing towards the present: "The key rests where the ink is fresh."
Chapter 11
Interpreting "fresh ink" as relating to ongoing or official records, the clue leads Clara and Eli to Ashwood Town Hall; gaining access to the archives, they find the fifth sonnet hidden within a 1998 Planning Committee binder.
Chapter 12
The fifth sonnet details secret meetings where powerful town groups actively altered documents to bury the truth. implicating an influential "He" whose family power spoke for him, and providing the clue: "Follow the river past the sleeping giant."
PART III: The Silent Shelf

Chapter 13
Identifying a local hill overlooking the river as the "sleeping giant," Clara and Eli search the wilder landscape beyond it, eventually finding the sixth sonnet hidden in a weathered box among the roots of ancient oak trees.
Chapter 14
Read back at the bookstore, the sixth sonnet speaks metaphorically of secrets buried in the land and issues a chilling warning—"Be careful what you stir up"—before offering the next clue: "Find the house that watches."
Chapter 15
The clue leads them to the imposing hilltop home of the powerful Reed family; searching cautiously along the property's edge, they find the seventh sonnet hidden behind a loose plate on a stone gatepost.
Chapter 16
The seventh sonnet describes watchful observation from the Reed house and ruthless family loyalty protecting one of their own's future—implicating Nathaniel Reed—and reveals the ominous clue: "Where truth goes to be buried twice."
Chapter 17
Interpreting the final clue as a return to the bookstore itself, possibly the attic, Clara and Eli search the cluttered space and discover a hidden alcove containing a personal leather box holding the eighth sonnet.
Chapter 18
The eighth sonnet reveals the alcove holds tangible "pieces" Rose couldn't destroy, describes a distinctive locket given to Eliza by "He," and confirms Rose found it near the river bend after Eliza vanished, ending with the statement: "The story waits where it began."
PART IV: Shattering the Narrative

Chapter 19
Exploring the hidden alcove further, Clara and Eli discover not only the locket itself but also a collection of heavily annotated first editions—Rose's "confession books," a secret library documenting her hidden life through literature.
Chapter 20
While examining the confession books, Clara discovers one is hollowed out, revealing a hidden diary inside; its first entry from 1998 confirms Rose's fears about Nathaniel Reed and hints at her complex bond with Eliza.
Chapter 21
Delving into the diary, Clara reads entries from Spring/Summer 1998 detailing Nathaniel's escalating possessiveness and surveillance, and the secret plan Rose and Eliza made to escape Ashwood together in August.
Chapter 22
The diary entries for early August 1998 reveal the final, frantic escape plan details, Nathaniel's intensified threats, and Rose's desperate fear, ending abruptly on the eve of their planned departure, August 13th.
Chapter 23
A chaotic final diary entry, dated August 15th, recounts Rose waiting in vain for Eliza at the river bend, confirming Eliza was stopped; realizing the diary ends there, Clara turns to the confession books for answers about the aftermath.
Chapter 24
Analyzing the confession books reveals Rose's method of creating a coded "shadow history"; Clara then discovers a photograph of Rose and Eliza dated October 1998 tucked inside a book, shattering the established timeline of Eliza's disappearance.
Chapter 25
Reeling from the photograph's implications, Clara learns from Eli how Nathaniel's father silenced his investigation years ago; realizing Rose's narrative may be incomplete, they pivot to search for a final secret hidden within the bookstore's walls.
Chapter 26
A methodical search of the bookstore leads Eli to discover a hidden panel in the back wall, concealing a carefully wrapped, pristine, sealed first edition of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater.
Chapter 27
Opening the sealed book reveals the October 1998 photograph and a final, devastating note from Rose: "You were wrong about everything," completely annihilating the narrative Clara and Eli had constructed.
PART V: The Binding Thread

Chapter 28
Clara processes the final twist, rejecting despair and finding new resolve; transformed into an investigator determined to honor her mother's fragmented voice, she decides to hold a memorial and publish the sonnets locally.
​Final Scene / Epilogue
Weeks later, amidst the town's reaction to the published sonnets, Clara receives an anonymous package containing a note from someone claiming to be Eliza, stating, "I’m ready to tell my side."
​PART I: The Death and the Door

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 1


[image: ]


The October air bites sharp and clean, smelling of damp leaves and something metallic, like distant rain. I stand on the sidewalk, hands in my pockets, watching the storefront as if it might change its mind, retract its existence. Ashwood hasn’t changed. It wears its age like a comfortable, worn coat: the same tired brick, the same quiet streets that always felt like they were holding their breath. *Ashwood & Sons.* The gold leaf on the window is faded, peeling in one corner like a dried leaf. Below it, the closed sign hangs slightly crooked. It feels less like a temporary closure and more like a permanent pause.

Mom died three days ago. An accident, they said. A fallen ladder in the back storeroom. Alone. It felt like the most Mom way to go – solitary, surrounded by the chaotic stacks of a life she built away from me.

Now, the bookstore is mine. The lawyer’s letter was crisp, formal. ‘’...sole beneficiary... all assets including the property located at 14 Main Street...’’ Property. Not a legacy. Not a home. Just property. I came because I had to. Paperwork. Arrangements. Clearing out the space left behind. There is no emotional pilgrimage in this. Not for me.

The key in my hand is cold, surprisingly light. Just a standard house key, worn smooth. It feels anonymous, devoid of the weight it should carry. This is the key to the rest of her life, which is now, strangely, the key to the start of mine. I push open the door.

The small bell above the door tinkles, a sound that echoes too loudly in the silence. It sounds like a question asked in an empty room.

The smell hits me first. Not just dust, but paper. Decades of it. Ink and glue and the dry, brittle scent of pages turned a thousand times. It’s a layered smell, like time itself has settled here, pressing down on the shelves. The air is cool, stagnant. Even the light feels old, filtering through the front window in muted grey bars.

The books are everywhere. They don’t just line the walls; they inhabit the space. Stacked on tables, piled in corners, filling every available surface with their quiet, watchful presence. They feel less like objects and more like entities, each spine a face, each cover a closed mouth holding its breath. Setterfield was right. Books live. These books, especially, feel ancient and wise, steeped in the unspoken histories they contain, both within their pages and within these walls. This isn't just a store; it’s a vault. A sanctuary built of paper and regret.

I run my hand along a shelf. The spines are worn, some cracked, the paper rough beneath my fingers. It is a reverence, involuntary. A physical connection to the material world Mom chose over everything else. This place was her skin. Her breath. And I was always just the visitor knocking at the door. There’s the bitterness, a familiar taste at the back of my throat. Years of cancelled plans, missed birthdays, conversations cut short by a ringing phone – always about a book, an order, a customer. The store always won.

I wander deeper inside. The front section is tidy enough, the main counter empty. Towards the back, the stacks become denser, the aisles narrower. Dust motes dance in the grey light. There's a small, enclosed office area at the very rear, cluttered even from the doorway. Her space. The place where the ladder fell. A fresh wave of detachment washes over me. It wasn't violent. It was quiet. Like turning the last page.

My eyes land on the small wooden desk tucked into the corner of the office. It’s piled high, but one item stands out – a book, lying slightly apart. ‘’The Secret Garden’’. Not a first edition, but well-loved. Her favorite. A flicker, unexpected, in the numb expanse. A memory of her reading it aloud, her voice soft for once. It’s a memory I didn't know I kept.

I walk over, pick it up. The binding is soft, the pages worn smooth from countless readings. I let it fall open in my hand, the spine cracking gently in protest. A small, flat object is tucked deep inside, near the spine. A key. It must have been here, waiting.

Holding the key, a new feeling surfaces: purpose. Not grief, not closure, but a simple, clean question. What does this open? I look around the office, then back out into the main store. Desks, cabinets, display cases. Anything with a lock? The store seems to expand, suddenly larger, full of potential hiding places.

I trace the layout I know, the public spaces, the private corners. Her desk again. I examine it more closely. Drawers. Most are slightly ajar, overflowing. But the bottom one on the right – it’s flush with the desk frame. No handle. Just a small, almost invisible keyhole near the edge.

My heart rate picks up, a faint drum against the silence of the store. This feels deliberate. Hidden.

The key slides in smoothly. A quiet click echoes in the small room. I hesitate for a second, my hand on the drawer pull. What story is kept here? What secret did this key guard? Taking a shallow breath, I pull.

The drawer grinds open, protesting years of neglect. Inside, it’s not tidy. Just a jumble of old stationery, dried-up pens, rubber bands. And beneath it all, tucked under a stack of invoices, an envelope. Yellowed. Brittle at the edges. No address. Just a name written in that familiar, urgent, sloping script: *Reader*.

My fingers tremble slightly as I lift it out. It feels impossibly light, yet heavy with unspoken things. I turn it over. My mother’s handwriting again, on the back, smaller this time. Just two words.

‘’Dear Reader.’’

And beneath them, aligned perfectly.

‘’I'm sorry.’’

Five words that change everything, yet explain nothing. The bookstore creaks around me, shelves heavy with stories, none of them hers. Not until now. Outside, the October wind rattles the sign—’’Ashwood & Sons’’—though there never were any sons, just secrets. Just us. The paper in my hand smells like time and dust and something else. Something like truth, buried too long. And as I carefully slide the single sheet from the envelope, revealing more of her script, more words—and a terrible suggestion begins to form. Words about something that happened, someone she couldn't save, a girl who vanished into the silent past decades ago. My mother, who never apologized for anything to me, was apologizing to a stranger, for something terrible. The numbness I arrived with is gone, shattered by confusion. There was no closure in her death. Only this. A question. Lodged between fact and fiction, like a bookmark halfway through a story I never knew existed.
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