
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Scandal & Second Chances

Mara Quinn

Copyright © 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without the prior written permission of the author.

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



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Cannes – Two Weeks Before the Premiere

Ava Hart didn’t believe in comebacks.

She believed in damage control.

The kind you did barefoot at midnight, in a hotel suite that smelled of ocean salt and panic, surrounded by half-zipped garment bags and unopened champagne. Outside, the French Riviera shimmered beneath the moonlight — beautiful, ruthless, pretending to be calm.

Inside, her phone wouldn’t stop buzzing.

VARIETY EXCLUSIVE: Ava Hart to Reunite with Ex-Director Leo Wilde for “Sunset Script.”

The headline alone was a joke.

They hadn’t spoken in three years. Not since the night she walked off his film set and out of his life with nothing but a suitcase and a ruined reputation.

Her agent’s text came next:

“This movie saves you both. Smile for the cameras.”

Ava tossed the phone on the bed and stared at her reflection in the window — the same wide eyes, the same sharp cheekbones, but softer now. Tired. Human.

A knock on the door.

She knew that knock.

Three taps, a pause, two more.

Leo Wilde.

Of course.

She opened the door slowly.

He was the same. Worse, he was better.

Tall, tanned, in a linen shirt open at the throat. Cannes light had no right to love him that much.

“Nice view,” he said.

“Enjoy it,” she replied. “It’s the only warm welcome you’ll get.”

He smiled — that maddening, quiet smile that used to undo her. “You always start with insults. It’s almost affectionate.”

“What do you want, Leo?”

“To make sure we don’t kill each other on the red carpet.”

“Then don’t stand next to me.”

He stepped closer.

“I signed the deal because of you.”

She blinked. “You mean in spite of me.”

“No.” His voice dropped. “Because I wanted a second chance.”

Ava laughed once, sharp and small. “You had one. You filmed over it.”

He didn’t flinch. “Then let’s start the sequel.”

She hated that line.

Mostly because part of her — the reckless part that used to believe in him — wanted to say yes.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 - The Return

[image: ]




Cannes, France

The flash of cameras was brighter than sunlight.

Every step Ava Hart took up the crimson stairs of the Palais des Festivals felt rehearsed, except her heart hadn’t got the memo.

It was supposed to be a return — her comeback, her public rebirth — but the truth was simpler. This was survival in designer heels.

The air shimmered with perfume and ambition. Palm trees leaned toward the sea like spectators. And everywhere she looked, something reminded her of him.

Leo Wilde.

The man she had loved, left, and never stopped dreaming about — usually in the kind of dreams that left her furious in the morning.

“Keep your chin up,” her publicist, Zara, whispered, gliding beside her in gold. “You look like you’re about to stab someone with your clutch.”

“I might.”

“Not tonight, babe. Tonight you’re elegance personified.”

Ava forced a smile. “Elegance can stab too.”

The crowd roared. Photographers shouted names. A drone hovered above the carpet, its lens unblinking.

And then she saw him.

Leo stood at the top of the stairs, framed by the backdrop of ocean and sky, black tux perfectly cut, hands loose at his sides, face unreadable. The same man she had once adored for his brilliance — and despised for his control.

He didn’t move as she approached. Not a wave. Not even a smile. Just those dark, steady eyes that saw too much and said too little.

“Miss Hart! Over here!” someone shouted.

She turned toward the camera banks, giving them her best half-laugh, chin tilted, one hand resting just above her hip. Flawless. Trained. Manufactured.

Then Leo stepped forward.

“Ms Hart,” he said quietly, offering his arm.

She didn’t take it. Not yet.

“You’re late,” he murmured.

“You’re welcome.”

He almost smiled. “You always do know how to arrive.”

The photographers went feral. Flashes popped. Microphones swung closer.

“Arm around her, Leo!”

“Ava! Look at him!”

“Are you two back together?”

Ava leaned in just enough to be convincing. “Pretend to like me,” she said through her teeth.

He turned his head slightly, breath close enough to stir the loose strands at her temple. “I never stopped.”

The click of shutters swallowed her reply.

They reached the top of the carpet, faces aching from controlled expressions. Inside the Palais, the cool marble felt merciful after the heat. A staffer guided them toward the private screening room where the world would see their film for the first time.

The irony wasn’t lost on her.

The film was a love story.

About two people pretending they hadn’t broken each other.

They sat side by side, hands carefully apart, the glow of the screen painting soft light over their faces.

When his name appeared in the opening credits — Directed by Leo Wilde — the audience applauded. When hers followed — Starring Ava Hart — they whispered.

Ava kept her gaze forward.

Onscreen, a younger version of herself appeared — bright-eyed, reckless, all trust and fire. She remembered that shoot. Remembered how Leo had coaxed that performance out of her, how his voice behind the camera had steadied her nerves.

He used to believe in her.

Before they learned how easily belief could turn into blame.

Halfway through, she risked a glance sideways.

He was watching her, not the screen.

Her pulse stuttered.

When the credits finally rolled, the audience rose. Applause. Cheers. Someone whistled. The film, the PR team would later say, was a triumph.

But all Ava heard was the soft murmur beside her:
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