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I stood outside the sprawling, whitewashed gates of her Bel Air mansion, heart hammering like the bass drop in a festival afterparty I’d barely survived. The air in Hollywood was thick with the scent of eucalyptus and distant ocean salt, but inside those walls it would be pure California cool—leather sofas, floor-to-ceiling windows framing the hills, and the faint hum of a fountain I’d only heard about in the brochure.

I was twenty-three minutes late, script rolled tight in my fist like a battle flag, and my stupid truck still smelled like cheap weed and cheap decisions. Typical me: the kid who thought indie was a personality, not a bank account. Thirty-five years old, running two short films that had scraped into festivals, and still crashing on friends’ couches because “it’s all about the art, man.” Yeah, right.

The gate opened before I could ring the bell. A uniformed driver in a crisp polo nodded once, no smile.

“Ms. Harlan is expecting you, Mr. Voss.”

The name “Harlan” hit me like a quiet shock. Producer Harlan—Sabrina Harlan, the woman who’d green-lit half the quiet gems of the last decade. Multimillionaire, legend, and now divorced six months and three weeks. I tried to remember if my ego could handle this. Probably not. I was already sweating through my button-down, the kind that looked good on festival red carpets but screamed “fresh off the bus from the East Coast.”

She met me at the top of the wide staircase herself. No assistant fluff. Just Sabrina Harlan in a simple black silk robe that slipped off one shoulder like it had been painted there, silver hair loose and brushing her collarbones, eyes the color of aged whiskey. Seventy years old and she moved like someone half my age—lithe, unhurried, every step deliberate. The kind of beauty that didn’t scream “sexy” in the way twenty-something actresses did; it was the quiet, devastating kind that made you realize you’d been living in black-and-white and suddenly someone turned the lights on.

“Mr. Voss,” she said, voice warm but edged with steel. “Come in. I’ve been waiting.”

The door closed behind us with a soft, expensive click. The house smelled like vanilla candles, fresh-cut lilies, and something faintly expensive—maybe the leather of the sofa I was about to ruin.

She led me into the living room that looked like it belonged in a movie poster for “The Big Chill” but had been redecorated in 2025 with a touch of modern edge. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave us a panoramic view of the city lights twinkling below, the Hollywood sign a distant lighthouse on a hill.

I dropped into the oversized leather sectional like I owned the place.

We sat. The first hour was hell.

I pitched my script—raw, poetic, about a burned-out director haunted by his own ego in a dying coastal town. I spoke fast, passionate, the way I always did.

“It’s not another ‘Hollywood is corrupt’ monologue. It’s intimate. It’s me. It’s us.”

She nodded, chin in hand, but every time I tried to defend the messy structure, the long takes, the way I refused to let the actors “perform” for the camera, she leaned forward.

“Those long takes are beautiful, David,” she said, using my first name like we were already colleagues. “But the audience needs a map. You standardize your style too much—close-ups, silences, no music cues. I love the soul of it, but the soul needs lungs. Let me help you breathe.”

I laughed, bitter and sharp.

“Help? You want to standardize me? Like I’m some indie darling they can slap into a mold and call a hit? I’m not trying to make the next Marvel trailer. I’m trying to make something that hurts in the best way.”

The argument escalated. She countered with production notes, budget realities, festival circuit realities. I countered with artistic integrity, the way my gut felt wrong when I softened a single line.

Voices rose. The candles flickered. Outside, a distant helicopter thumped past the hills, carrying someone famous to somewhere safer. Inside, the air crackled.

But then... it didn’t.

After the second hour of back-and-forth, something shifted. She poured me a glass of 2018 Cabernet—dark, velvety, with notes of black cherry and earth that coated my tongue like sin.

“You’re right about one thing,” she admitted, swirling the glass. “I did want to shape you. And you’re right that it’s insulting. But insulting in the best way. You’re young. You’re hungry. And I’m... tired of hungry being wasted.”

We talked. Not about the script anymore. About the time she’d won an Oscar for Best Picture in 2019 and then spent the next year in therapy while the industry tried to eat her alive for being a woman in a man’s world.

About the divorce—quiet, amicable, no screaming tabloids.

“He wanted the spotlight,” she said with a small, rueful smile. “I just wanted the house.”

We laughed about it. Laughed harder when I told her my last film had been rejected by every major festival except one that barely counted.

The hours blurred into a haze of laughter and low voices and the occasional brush of her hand when she reached for the remote. She treated me like an equal—offering me the guest room with its own fireplace, the one overlooking the pool where the water shimmered like liquid mercury under the stars.

I helped her carry a stack of scripts from the car because I felt bad about the argument. She let me.

For once, I didn’t feel like the rebellious punk crashing her party.

That was when it started.

I noticed it during the third hour, when we were back in the living room and the conversation had turned softer, more intimate. She was lighting a cigarette—real ones, not the fancy vape thing young people did—and the smoke curled around her face like incense.

Her skin, even at seventy, glowed with that rare, expensive kind of radiance: not Botox or filters, but genetics, maintenance, and sheer will. The robe had slipped further; I caught the elegant curve of her shoulder, the faint silver stretch marks that somehow made her look more alive, more real.

Her perfume—something woody and warm with a hint of jasmine—wrapped around me like a blanket I didn’t want to take off.

There was a sensory pull, intuitive and undeniable. The way her laugh came low and throaty, vibrating in my chest. The way her eyes lingered on me when she thought I wasn’t looking, like she saw the messy kid inside the arrogant filmmaker and still liked what she saw.

The way her bare feet tucked under her on the couch, toes long and elegant, and I realized how badly I wanted to feel that weight shift against mine.

It wasn’t lust in the cheap, festival-boy way. It was something deeper—recognition. Like the universe had handed me a 70-year-old masterpiece and my stupid, horny, idealistic heart decided to worship it anyway.

I told myself it was the wine. The late hour. The city lights outside making everything look cinematic and impossible.

But it wasn’t.

Because every time she looked at me with that mix of amusement and something softer, something that said “I see you, David Voss, and I’m not letting you go,” my pulse tripped.

I was the guy who dated girls half my age and called it “keeping it real.” Now this—silver hair, experience, power, and a laugh that made the argument feel like foreplay—had me hooked.

The rebellious kid who hated anyone trying to tell him how to make art was melting under the spell of a woman who had more money than God and had just decided I was worth the trouble.

We kept talking until the sky outside turned the color of bruised plums. She walked me to the door at what felt like 2 a.m. The night air hit my face, cool and clean.

She stood there in that robe, hair tousled from the pillows, looking every inch the untouchable producer who’d just spent twelve hours with a nobody from the indie trenches.

“Tomorrow,” she said, voice gentle but final. “You’ll bring your notes. We’ll hash this out properly. No more shouting.”

I nodded, throat tight.

“Yeah. Tomorrow.”

She reached out, touched my cheek with two fingers—light, electric.

“Drive safe, rebel.”

I drove home through the empty streets of Los Feliz, radio playing some old Elliott Smith song because it felt right. My hands still tingled where she’d touched me.

In the rearview mirror, the lights of her house glowed like a promise I knew I wasn’t supposed to want.

But I did.

And I knew, deep in the messy, artistic, wildly inappropriate part of me, that I was already gone.
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