

[image: cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

KISS ME RIGHT NOW

KISS ME RIGHT NOW: A Love Story for the Reckless

For the women who said yes

“You came, and I was crazy for you,

A NOTE ON THIS BOOK

CONTENTS

WEEK ONE

WEEK TWO

WEEK THREE

WEEK FOUR

WEEK FIVE

WEEK SIX

WEEK SEVEN

WEEK EIGHT

WEEK NINE

WEEK TEN

WEEK ELEVEN

WEEK TWELVE

Acknowledgments

A Note from the Author

A Reading Group Guide

About the Author

Also by Nora Ashford

A Sneak Peek


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KISS ME RIGHT NOW


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KISS ME RIGHT NOW

 

A Love Story for the Reckless

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NORA ASHFORD

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Independently Published


 

 

KISS ME RIGHT NOW: A Love Story for the Reckless

 

Copyright © 2026 by Nora Ashford

All rights reserved.

 

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

 

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights.

 

First Edition

 

Independently Published


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the women who said yes

the summer they were supposed to know better.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You came, and I was crazy for you,

and you cooled my mind that burned with longing.”

 

 

— Sappho, fragment 48


 

 

A NOTE ON THIS BOOK

 

 

This is a story told in twelve chapters, one for each week of a single summer. The summer June Hale spent in a borrowed villa above the sea, trying to find out who she was when no one she knew was watching.

It is told in the present tense because that is how she lived it. She did not know yet how it would end. Neither did he. Neither, for what it’s worth, did I.

Some of the streets in this book are real. The villa is not. The man is not. The summer was.

 

 

— N.A.
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WEEK ONE

The Borrowed House

The keys are on a stone bench by the front door, under a terracotta pot that has, until recently, been home to a basil plant. The basil is dead. The keys are warm from the sun.

I sit down on the step before I unlock anything. I am thirty-two years old. I have just landed at Naples, taken a train to Salerno, gotten into a car with a man named Marco who said almost nothing for ninety minutes except to point at things — the sea, the lemons, the goats, the road — and now I am sitting on a stone step in front of a villa I do not own, in a country where I do not live, and I am trying to remember what I am supposed to do next.

What I am supposed to do is unlock the door.

I am not, yet, ready to unlock the door.

The villa is the color of butter that has sat too long on a counter — warmer than cream, paler than gold. The shutters are green. There is a fig tree to the left of the gate, and a lemon tree to the right, and a long low wall covered in something purple I can't name, and beyond the wall the cliff drops away to the sea, which is, at this hour, the color the Mediterranean is in postcards and almost never in person. I had assumed the postcards lied. The postcards, it turns out, are documentary.

I take a photograph because that is what people do, and then I put the phone away because that is also what people do, eventually, and I sit on the step and I let the heat sit on me.

It is the first week of June. In New York, where I have lived for eleven years, the air this time of year is wet and reluctant and arrives in your apartment four days late. Here it is already thick and golden and old. Here it has been summer for a while.

The villa is not mine. The villa belongs to my godmother's college roommate, a woman named Clemenza Russo who married an Italian classics professor in 1986 and has been dividing her time between Princeton and Salerno ever since. Clemenza's husband died in February. She has gone, this summer, to her sister in Lucca, and her villa, she said, was sitting empty, and would I like it.

She did not ask why I needed it.

I love her, in a small dry way, for not asking.

I unlock the door.

The interior of the villa smells like an old book and a lemon, in roughly equal measure. The floors are terracotta tile worn down by a hundred years of someone else's feet. The walls are whitewashed, except where they have been painted, decades ago, in a pale washed-out blue that I will later learn is a color specific to this region and has a name I cannot pronounce. The furniture is wooden and large and looks as though no one has moved it since 1962. There are books on every flat surface — paperback novels in three languages, a run of Le Monde from what appears to be 2014, and a single dog-eared copy of The Leopard sitting open, face down, on the kitchen counter as if its reader has just stepped out for a glass of water and will be back in a minute.

The reader will not be back. The reader is the classics professor. The classics professor is dead.

I close the book and put it on a shelf.

This is the first thing I do in the villa.

The second thing I do in the villa is open every window. There are eleven of them. By the time I get to the last one, in the small bedroom at the back of the house that overlooks the lemon trees, the sea breeze has come through and lifted every curtain and rearranged the air, and the villa, which had been sleeping, wakes up.

I sit on the bed.

The bed is made. Clemenza, or someone she sent, has made the bed for me. The sheets are white. The pillow is the kind of pillow you find in a house where someone has slept well for a long time. There is a small pottery dish on the bedside table that contains, for reasons I cannot guess, three sea-smoothed stones and a piece of dried lavender.

I pick up one of the stones.

I hold it in my hand.

I think, I have done it. I am here. I have no idea what I have done. They are not contradictory thoughts. They are two halves of the same thought, which is the thought you have when you have, in the space of six weeks, quit your job, sold your apartment, broken up with the man you were not engaged to but had assumed you would, eventually, marry, and bought a one-way ticket to a country whose language you took two semesters of in college and have not used since.

I had a plan. The plan was: marketing director by thirty-five, equity by forty, brownstone by forty-five, child by forty-six if I was efficient about it. The plan was good. The plan was, in fact, on schedule.

The thing about a plan, when it is on schedule, is that you can see exactly where you will be in twenty years, and exactly who you will be when you get there, and one morning in April I woke up and looked at the woman I would be at fifty-two and I did not recognize her, and I did not, more importantly, want to.

This is not the kind of thing you can explain to your boss. I tried.

I am here because I could not explain it.

I put the stone back in the dish.

—

The kitchen has, I discover, three things in it: a bottle of olive oil, a jar of salt, and a small tin of espresso. There is a moka pot on the stove. There is no food.

This is fine. This is, in fact, necessary. The town is a fifteen-minute walk down a switchback road, and Clemenza has left me, on the kitchen counter, a hand-drawn map and a list, in her tilting cursive, of who to buy what from.

Bread — Salvatore. The bakery with the green door. Not the other one.

Fish — Tonio at the harbor. Mornings only. He will tell you what is good. Trust him.

Vegetables — the woman in the piazza. There is only one. You will know her.

Wine — the small enoteca on Via dei Mulini. Ask for Pippo. Tell him you are at my house. He will sell you the second-cheapest white. Do not let him sell you anything else.

Cheese — anywhere. The cheese is good everywhere.

I read the list twice. I fold it. I put it in my back pocket.

I put on my sandals. I lock the front door. I put the key, as instructed, back under the dead basil. I begin, in the slanting late-afternoon light, to walk down the road into the town.

The road is steep. The road is also old. The houses on either side of it are stacked the way houses get stacked when a town has been built sideways into a cliff for nine hundred years — pink, ochre, peach, faded red, pale green, white. There are bougainvillea everywhere. There are cats in every doorway. There is, at intervals, the smell of something cooking that I cannot identify but that makes my stomach contract with a sudden and unembarrassed hunger.

I have not been hungry, I realize, in a long time.

I do not mean for food. I have eaten. I have eaten well, even, in New York, in the careful, allergen-aware, second-date-at-a-Michelin-starred-tasting-menu way that food gets eaten there. I mean the other thing. The thing in your body that says yes, this, more. The thing that wants. I haven't felt that — not for a meal, not for a person, not for a Saturday — in long enough that I had stopped noticing it was missing.

The smell coming out of someone's kitchen window two switchbacks above the harbor wakes it up like a hand on a shoulder.

I keep walking.

The town is called, and I will say this only once because it does not really matter, by a name that means almost nothing in English. It is a small town. It has a harbor. It has a church with a faded blue dome. It has a piazza with a single fountain in the middle, around which old men in linen shirts sit on plastic chairs and watch tourists the way old men in every Mediterranean town have watched tourists since the invention of the tourist. It has, I will discover by the end of the week, four restaurants, two bars, a gelateria that opens only after seven, and a woman named Lucia who sells vegetables out of a wooden crate and who, when I try my first sentence of Italian on her, smiles at me in the way you smile at a dog who is doing his best.

But that is later. Tonight I am only walking.

I find Salvatore's bakery. The door is, as promised, green. The bakery is closed.

I find Pippo's enoteca. The enoteca is also closed.

I find, eventually, a small grocery whose owner, a man with the patient face of someone who has been selling tourists the wrong olive oil for thirty years, sells me, with great solemnity, a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, three tomatoes, a jar of anchovies, and a bottle of white wine that I am later told, by Pippo himself, was the wrong white wine. The owner does not say so. The owner takes my money. The owner says buona sera, signora, and I say buona sera, and I walk back up the switchback road in the falling light with a paper bag against my hip, and I am thirty-two years old, and I am alone, and the air is the temperature of skin.

By the time I get back to the villa the sky is the color of an apricot.

—

I sit on the terrace.

The terrace is a small flat area of stone behind the villa, with a low wall I can lean against, and a wrought-iron table, and one chair, and a view of the sea that is, at this hour, almost not believable. The sun has gone behind the cliff to my left. The water below is the color of wine I have not yet learned to drink. The cicadas are loud and steady and, after the third minute, a kind of silence.

I have brought out a plate. On the plate is the bread, which is still warm from the bag. The cheese, which is harder than I expected and tastes of grass. The tomatoes, which I have sliced badly with the only knife I could find, and which have bled onto the bread in a way I have not allowed a tomato to bleed onto bread in years. The anchovies. A glass of the wrong wine.

I eat with my hands.

I eat slowly. I eat the way I think people eat in books, which is to say I notice what I am eating, which is to say I notice my own mouth, my own jaw, the way salt sits on the inside of my lower lip after a bite of anchovy, the way bread that has been broken with the hands tastes different from bread that has been cut with a knife.

The wine is, in fact, not the right wine. The wine is too sweet, and too cold, and a little like the inside of a flower. I drink it anyway. By the third sip I am pretending it is on purpose.

I am, I realize, smiling.

Not at anything. Just smiling. The way your mouth does when no one has asked it to do anything for several hours.

Below the terrace the sea is going grey. A boat moves across the bay slowly, with its lights already on. I cannot hear the boat. I can only see it. I watch the wake catch what is left of the light, and I think — and this is the first honest thing I have thought all day — I do not have to be back anywhere.

There is no Tuesday meeting.

There is no Friday deadline.

There is no man in a Brooklyn apartment expecting me to call when I land.

There is no apartment.

There is no man.

There is, when I check, no signal on my phone. The villa, Clemenza warned me, has bad reception. The bad reception, she said in her faint accent, is a feature.

I put the phone face down on the iron table. I tip back in my chair and I rest my head against the warm whitewashed wall behind me, and I close my eyes, and the cicadas do what cicadas do, and the wine does what wine does, and the air smells like jasmine, except I do not yet know it is jasmine, and I will only learn that tomorrow when I stand in the garden and ask the woman who comes to water the plants and she will say gelsomino, and I will repeat it after her, badly, and she will laugh.

But that is tomorrow.

Right now, on the first night, with the sea going dark below me and bread and anchovies in my mouth and the wrong wine going to my head, I do something I have not done — I count back, and I am surprised by the answer — in fourteen months.

I cry.

Not for very long. Not loudly. The kind of crying you do when something in your chest that has been holding very still for a long time decides, without consulting you, to put itself down. It is not sad crying. It is also not happy crying. It is the crying that happens when your body finally believes you about something your mind has been telling it for months.

The body believes me.

The body is here.

—

I sleep that night with the windows open and the shutters latched back against the outside wall, and I sleep the way you sleep when you are very tired and very far from anyone who knows you, which is to say deeply and without dreaming, and I wake at the hour the light first comes through the green slats and lays itself across the bed in long warm stripes.

It is six in the morning. The sea is the color it was yesterday, only newer.

I make coffee in the moka pot. I burn it slightly. I drink it on the terrace. I watch a small boat go out from the harbor in a slow straight line and I do not, for the first time in I do not know how many years, immediately reach for my phone.

I sit. I drink the bad coffee. I watch the boat.

I should write this down.

I have not had that thought either, in I do not know how long.

There is a notebook in my suitcase. There has been a notebook in my suitcase, on every trip I have taken since I was nineteen years old, because that was the year I decided I was going to be a writer, which was the year I told my mother I was going to be a writer, which was the year my mother, who is not a cruel woman but who is also not a delicate one, said that's lovely, but what are you actually going to do.

I went to business school.

The notebook has come on every trip. The notebook has, on most of those trips, come back blank.

This morning I go inside, and I unzip the suitcase, and I take out the notebook, which is leather, and unwritten in, and which I have owned since 2019. I take out a pen. I sit on the terrace. I open the notebook to the first page. I look at the white space.

I do not write anything.

I sit. I drink the coffee. I look at the page.

I write, after a long time: Day one.

I write: I am here.

I close the notebook.

It is enough. It is, for today, more than enough. The notebook is no longer empty.

I sit on the terrace until the sun has cleared the cliff and the stone under my bare feet has gone from cool to warm, and a small lizard has come out to consider me from the wall, and the sound of someone's radio drifts up from the road below playing a song I half-know in a language I don't, and I think — and this is the second honest thing I have thought, and it surprises me almost as much as the first — I am going to be all right.

I do not know how I know this. The body believes me.

I get up. I go inside. I find, in the back of a cupboard, a chipped enamel bowl. I fill it with water. I take it out to the terrace and I set it on the iron table for the lizard, who watches me without moving, and who, when I sit back down, does not run.

I sit with the lizard. I drink what is left of the coffee. The cicadas, who have been quiet all night, begin again.

This is week one.

I have not, yet, said yes to anything.

That comes later.
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