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    Praise for Jackie Collins


    ‘Sex, power and intrigue – no one does it better than Jackie.’ heat


    ‘A tantalising novel packed with power struggles, greed and sex. This is Collins at her finest. *****’ Closer


    ‘Bold, brash, whiplash fast – with a cast of venal rich kids, this is classic Jackie Collins’ Marie Claire


    ‘Sex, money, power, murder, betrayal, true love – it’s all here in vintage Collins style. Collins’s plots are always a fabulously involved, intricate affair, and this does not disappoint.’ Daily Mail


    ‘Her style is pure escapism, her heroine’s strong and ambitious and her men, well, like the book, they’ll keep you up all night!’ Company


    ‘A generation of women have learnt more about how to handle their men from Jackie’s books than from any kind of manual . . . Jackie is very much her own person: a total one off’ Daily Mail


    ‘Jackie is still the queen of sexy stories. Perfect’ OK!


    ‘Cancel all engagements, take the phone off the hook and indulge yourself’ Mirror
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    J. K.


  

    Introduction


    There are a generation of women authors that played a pivotal part in my life as a young pre-teen girl. Authors whose seductive, glittering and well-thumbed paperbacks lined my mum’s bookshelves, tempting me with the promise of forbidden fruit.


    Foremost amongst these objects of desire, were the novels of Jackie Collins, and at the top of that list of longing was this very novel you are about to read, The Bitch. Never had there been more compelling or shocking title to tempt my experience-hungry eyes. I felt certain that within its pages I would learn all manner of life’s secrets. Finally, one night while my mum was out, I stole the book away to read under the covers, delighting in the elicit rebellion of my daring.


    It was only many years later that I found out Mum knew all along that I was covertly reading her books, and I’m glad she didn’t tell me before, because the thrill of secrecy made them all the more enjoyable. ‘I thought that if you were going to read about what a woman wants in this life, you could do worse than Jackie,’ she told me, referring to Jackie Collins by her first name, as so many of her loyal readers always have, because as glamourous and beautiful as she was, it always felt like Jackie Collins could be your best friend.


    Right out of the gate, this was a novel that blazed a trail. Only then, only in that moment in time, and crucially, only Jackie Collins could have gotten away with such a provocative title and a character as beautiful and beautifully flawed as Fontaine, who captured hearts and imaginations from her first appearance in The Stud.


    Here is a woman that wants it all, and is determined to have it, no matter what obstacles get in her way. She is selfish, she is ambitious, she is morally ambiguous (to say the least) and she is magnificent. Is Fontaine the kind of role model I’d want for my eighteen-year-old daughter? Not entirely, but she does show you what I think Jackie wanted to show us all, that the sky-is-the-mile-high-club limit on what you can achieve in life if you are willing and brave enough to take risks and create your own opportunities. Fontaine showed us, way before Strong Female Characters were even a thing, that women could be tough, resilient, ruthless and in control of their own sexuality and desires.


    Jackie Collins made the woman the protagonist, the leading light and driving force, and though even as I read it by torchlight, I knew that my life ahead would most likely not involve tangling with the mafia whilst engaging in torrid sex with ravishing strangers, it did allow me to see that I could be the architect of my own destiny if I could find one tenth of Fontaine’s courage and determination. From our present day perspective, it is hard to really understand how important this example of what a woman could be, of what she could achieve, was to the legions of loyal readers, particularly in a society when women were still almost always cast as passive beings that things happened to, instead of making things happen.


    This is the message that is woven into this book, if you want it, wrapped up in the impossible glamour and escapist fantasy of The Bitch, and so many more of Collins’ novels. But if you don’t want it, that’s okay too, because this novel is flight of delightful fancy, a day dream of decadence and pleasure to sweep you away from where ever you are, and whoever you are ,and plunge you into solid gold adventure. What Jackie Collins knew how to do so well, and what I think we miss a little bit in twenty-first century fiction, is to tell a thumping good story just for the sake of the story itself. It’s about shameless pleasure, effortless entertainment and eye-popping distraction from the average every day. So, take Miss Collins’ perfectly manicured hand and let her lead you into a short and delicious journey of discovery that will leave you just a little bit breathless and hungry for more.


    Rowan Coleman


  

    

       

    


    Chapter One


    Nico Constantine rose from the blackjack table, smiled all round, threw the pretty croupier a large tip, and pocketed twelve gold five-hundred-dollar chips. A nice six-thousand dollars. Not bad for a fast half hour’s work. Not good for someone who was already down two hundred thousand.


    Nico surveyed the crowded Las Vegas casino. His intense dark eyes flicked back and forth amongst the assembled company. Little old ladies in floral dresses exhibited surprising strength as their skinny arms pulled firmly on the slot machines. Florid faced couples – weak with excitement and too much sun – picked up a fast eighty- or ninety-dollars at the roulette tables. Strolling hookers – blank eyes alert for the big spenders. The big spenders themselves, in polyester leisure suits, screeched away in middle-American accents at the crap tables.


    Nico smiled. Las Vegas always amused him. The hustle and the bustle. The win and the lose. The total fantasy of it all.


    Vegas was a carousel town set in the middle of arid desert. A blazing array of neon signs housing all the vices known to man. And a few unknown ones. In Vegas, if you could pay for it, you could get it. Just name it.


    He lit a long narrow Havana cigar with a wafer-thin gold Dunhill lighter, smiled again and nodded at the people who went out of their way to catch his eye. A pit boss here, a cigarette girl there, a security guard on his rounds. Nico Constantine was a well-known man in Vegas. More importantly Nico Constantine was a gentleman – and how many of those were there left in the world?


    He looked good. For forty-nine years of age he looked exceptionally good. A full head of black hair – curly, with slight traces of grey that only enhanced the jet. Dark eyes – unfairly surrounded with thick black lashes. A strong nose. Olive skin beautifully tanned. A wide-shouldered, thin-hipped body that would make many a younger man envious.


    However, the most attractive thing about Nico was his style, his aura, his charisma.


    Hand-finished, tailor-made three-piece suits in the very finest cloth. Silk shirts of exquisite quality. Italian-made shoes in glove-soft leather. Nothing but the best for Nico Constantine. It had been his motto since he was twenty years of age.


    ‘Can I get you a drink, Mr Constantine?’ A cocktail waitress was at his side, long legs in sexy cobweb stockings, a wide mouth smiling and full of Vegas promise.


    He smiled back at her. Naturally he had wonderful teeth, and all his own, with just one vagabond gypsy cap. ‘Why not? I think vodka, on the rocks.’ His dark eyes flirted with her outrageously, and she loved every minute of it. Women always did. Women positively adored Nico Constantine and he, in his turn, was certainly not averse to them. From a cocktail waitress, to a princess, he treated them all the same. Flowers (always red roses); champagne (always Cristal); presents (small gold charms from Tiffany in New York, or, if they lasted more than a few weeks, little diamond trinkets from Cartier).


    The cocktail waitress went off to get his drink.


    Nico consulted his Patek Phillipe digital gold watch. It was eight o’clock. The evening was ahead of him. He would sip his drink, watch the action, then he would step once more into the fray, and fate would decide his future.


    *    *    *


    Nico Constantine was born in a poor suburb of Athens. He was the first brother to three sisters, and his childhood had been that of a small boy caught up in a sea of femininity. His sisters fussed, bullied and smothered him. His mother spoiled him and various female relatives kissed, cuddled and catered to him at all times.


    His father was away a lot, being a crewman on one of the fabulous Onassis yachts, so Nico became the little man of the family. He was a beautiful baby, a cute little toddler, a devastating young boy and by the time he left school at fourteen, every female in the vicinity loved him madly.


    His three sisters, not to forget his mother, guarded him ferociously. To them he was a prince.


    When his father decided to take him away on a trip as a cabin boy, the entire family rebelled. No way was Nico to be allowed out of their sight. Absolutely no way. His poor father argued, but to no avail, and Nico was given a job in a nearby fishing port on the small dock not a hundred yards from where one of his sisters worked scraping fish. She watched him like a hawk. If he so much as talked to a member of the female sex she would appear, bossy and predatory.


    The Constantine family went out of their way to keep young Nico as innocent and untouched as possible. They worked on it as a team.


    Nico meanwhile was growing up. His body was developing, his balls were dropping, his penis was growing, and most of the time he felt as horny as hell. Well who wouldn’t, living in close proximity to four women? His sexual senses were assailed on every level. Naked breasts. Body hair. Tempting female smells. Underclothes hanging up to dry every way he turned.


    By the time he was sixteen he was desperate. To jerk off was his only relief, but even that had to be planned like a military operation. Female eyes watched him constantly.


    He realized he must run away, although it was a difficult decision to make, leaving behind all that love and adoration. It had to be done though. He was being smothered. It was the only answer, the only way he could become a real man.


    He left on a Sunday night in December, arriving in the city of Athens two days later, cold, tired, hungry, certain he had made a wrong move, and already anxious that his family would come chasing after him. He had no idea what to do, how to get a job, or even what kind of job to look for. He wandered around the city, freezing in his thin cotton trousers and shirt, with only an oilskin to keep out the biting ice and sleet.


    Finally he took shelter in the entrance of a tall apartment building, and stayed there until a chauffeured car pulled up, and two women in furs got out, chattering and laughing together.


    Instinct told him to attract their attention. He coughed loudly, caught the eye of one of the women, smiled appealingly and winked, projecting unthreatening vulnerability.


    ‘Yes?’ the woman asked. ‘Do you want my autograph?’


    He was always quick, and without hesitation said, ‘I have travelled three days to get your autograph.’


    He had no idea who she was, only that she was mysteriously beautiful, with soft pale curls, a slender figure beneath the open fur, and a sympathetic smile.


    She walked over to him and he inhaled sweet perfume. It reminded him of the womanly smells of home.


    ‘You look exhausted,’ she said. Her voice was magical, vibrant and comforting.


    Nico didn’t answer. He just looked at her with his dark eyes until she took him by the arm and said, ‘Come, you shall have a hot drink and some warm clothes.’


    Her name was Lise Maria Androtti. She was a very famous opera singer, thirty-three years old, divorced, extremely rich, and the most wonderful person Nico had ever met.


    Within days they were lovers. The seventeen-year-old boy, and the thirty-three-year-old woman. She taught him to love her exactly as she had always wanted. And he was a willing learner. Listening, practising, achieving.


    ‘God, Nico!’ she would exclaim in the throes of ecstasy. ‘You are the cleverest lover I have ever had.’ And of course, after her expert tuition – he was.


    Her friends were scandalized, and warnings abounded. ‘He’s hardly more than a child.’ ‘There’ll be an outcry!’ ‘Your public will never stand for it!’


    Lise Maria smiled in the face of their objections. ‘He makes me happy,’ she explained. ‘This boy is the best thing that ever happened to me.’


    Nico wrote a short formal note to his family. He was fine. He had a job. He would write again soon. He enclosed some of Lise Maria’s money. She had insisted; and every month she made sure he did the same again. She understood how painful losing Nico must have been to them. He was truly a wonderful boy.


    On Nico’s twentieth birthday they were married. A ceremony Lise Maria tried to keep private, but every photographer in Greece turned up, and the small ceremony became a mad circus. The result was that Nico’s family finally found out where their precious boy was, and they rushed to Athens, and added to the scandal Lise Maria had tried so calmly to ignore.


    There was nothing they could do, it was too late. Besides which, Nico and Lise Maria seemed so unbelievably happy together.


    For nineteen years they remained locked in a state of bliss, their age difference seeming to bother neither of them. Only the world press made much of it.


    Nico grew from a gauche young male, into a sophisticated man of the world. He developed a taste for the very best in everything, and Lise Maria was well able to afford the millionaire lifestyle they adopted together. He never bothered to work, Lise Maria didn’t want him to. He travelled everywhere with her, and taught himself fluent English, French, German and Italian.


    He dabbled on the world stock market, and occasionally did well.


    He learned to snow ski, water ski, drive a racing car, ride horses, play polo.


    He became an expert at bridge, backgammon and poker.


    He acquired an excellent knowledge of wine and cuisine.


    He was a faithful and ever expanding lover to his beautiful, famous wife. He treated her like a queen right up until the day she died of cancer aged fifty-five.


    Then he was lost. Set adrift in a world he did not wish to live in without his beloved Lise Maria.


    He was thirty-nine years old and alone for the first time in his life. He had everything, for Lise Maria had bequeathed him her fortune. But as far as he was concerned, he had nothing. He could no longer stand to be at their Athens penthouse, their island retreat, their smart Paris house.


    He sold everything. The four cars. The fabulous jewellery. The homes.


    He said goodbye to his family, now ensconced in a house in the centre of Athens, and he set off for America – the one place Lise Maria had never been accepted as the superstar she was all over Europe.


    America. A place to forget about his past. Onto new beginnings.


    *    *    *


    ‘Here’s your vodka, Mr Constantine,’ the cocktail waitress said, meeting his eyes with a bold glance, then reluctantly retreating at a signal from a surly pit boss.


    Las Vegas. A truly unique place. Twenty-four-hour nonstop gambling. Lavish hotels and entertainment. Beautiful showgirls. Blazing sunshine.


    Nico remembered with a smile his first sight of the place. Driving from Los Angeles in the dead of night, and after hours of blackness suddenly hitting this neon-lit fantasy in the middle of nowhere. It was a memory that would always linger.


    Was it only ten years ago? It seemed like forever . . .


    *    *    *


    Nico had arrived in Los Angeles in the summer with twenty-five pieces of impeccable Gucci luggage. He had rented a white Mercedes, taken up residence in a bungalow attached to the famed Beverly Hills Hotel, and sat back to see if he liked it.


    He liked it. Who wouldn’t in his position?


    He was rich, handsome, available.


    He was jumped on within two minutes of settling himself in a private cabana beside the pool.


    The jumpee was Dorothy Dainty, a sometime starlet with a mass of red hair, thirty-eight-inch silicone tits, and an unfortunate habit of talking out of the corner of her mouth like a refugee from a gangster movie. ‘You a producer?’ she asked conspiratorially.


    Nico looked her over, treated her with respect, and allowed her to show him the town.


    To her annoyance he didn’t try to fuck her. Dorothy Dainty was amazed. Everyone tried to fuck her. Everyone succeeded. What was with this strange foreign guy?


    She took him to all the best places. One visit and Nico and the maître d’ were the best of friends. After two weeks he didn’t need Dorothy. He sent her a gold charm inscribed with a few kind words, a dozen red roses, and he never called her again.


    ‘The guy has to be gay!’ Dorothy told all her friends. ‘Has to be!’


    The thought of a man who didn’t actually want to fuck her threw her into a decline for weeks. It took her a while to recover.


    Nico had no intention of screwing the Dorothy Dainty’s of this world. His wife had been dead three months, and he certainly felt the physical need of a woman, but nothing would make him lower his standards. He’d had the best, and while he accepted the fact that he would never find another Lise Maria, he was certainly looking for something better than Dorothy Dainty.


    He decided young girls would be best for him. Fresh-faced beauties with no track record.


    He had never been to bed with a woman other than his wife. During the next ten years he made up for lost time and made love to one-hundred-and-twenty fresh-faced beauties. They lasted on an average four weeks each, and not one of them ever regretted having been made love to by Nico Constantine. He was an ace lover. The very best.


    He bought himself a mansion in the Hollywood hills, and settled down to having a good time.


    The bachelors of the Beverly Hills community flocked around to be his friend. He had everything they all wanted. Class. Style. Panache. The money wasn’t so impressive, they all had money, but he had that indefinable quality – a charm that was inborn.


    For ten idyllic years Nico lived the good life. He played tennis, swam, worked the stock market, gambled with his friends, invested in the occasional deal, made love to beautiful girls, sunbathed, saunaed, went to the best parties, movies and restaurants.


    It was a grave shock to him when his money finally ran out.


    Nico Constantine broke. Ridiculous. But true. His late wife’s lawyers in Athens had been warning him for two years that the estate was running dry. They had wanted him to invest, diversify his capital. Nico had taken no notice, until eventually he’d spent everything there was. The thought of having no money appalled him. He decided something must be done immediately. He was a brilliant gambler, always had been, and the lure of Las Vegas was so very close.


    He thought about his situation carefully. How much money did he need to maintain his present lifestyle? He supported his entire family in Athens, but apart from them there was only himself to think about. If he sold his mansion, and rented instead, he would have a substantial lump sum of money and cut his weekly expenditure immediately. It seemed like a sensible idea. He could take the money from the sale of his house, and in Vegas – with his luck and skill – he would double it – treble it – certainly build it into a substantial stake that he could invest and then live off the income.


    Nico had been in Las Vegas exactly twenty-three hours. Already he was down one-hundred-and-ninety-four-thousand dollars.


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Two


    Fontaine Khaled awoke alone in her New York apartment. She removed her black lace sleep-mask, and reached for the orange juice in her bedside fridge.


    Gulping the deliciously cold glass of liquid she groaned aloud. A mammoth hangover was threatening to engulf her entirely. Christ! Last night clubbing. Two gay studs. One black. One white. What an entertainment!


    She attempted to step out of bed, but felt too weak, and collapsed back amongst her Porthault pillows.


    Reaching over to her bedside table she picked up a large packet of vitamin pills, which she then washed down with orange juice.


    Fontaine sighed, and stretched for a silver hand-mirror. She sat up in bed and studied her face. Yes, she still looked incredible – in spite of the terrible year she had suffered through.


    Mrs Fontaine Khaled. Ex-wife of the Benjamin Al Khaled – multi-billionaire Arab businessman. Actually Fontaine could describe him very accurately as an Arab Shit. I mean, what kind of man got away with saying to his wife ‘I divorce thee’ three times, and then walked away totally and utterly free?


    An Arab Shit, that’s what kind of man.


    Fontaine conveniently blanked out on the more gory details of why Benjamin had divorced her. He had compromised her with sneak photographs of her and a variety of young men making love. It hadn’t been fair. She was entitled to lovers. Benjamin – in his sixties – was hardly likely to satisfy her most demanding needs.


    The divorce still upset Fontaine and was one of the reasons she had spent the better part of the year in New York, rather than London, where everyone knew about the scandal. It wasn’t Benjamin she missed so much, it was the respect and security of being Mrs Benjamin Al Khaled.


    Of course she still was Mrs Khaled, but she made up a neat set of two with his other ex-wife – the one he had left to marry her. Now there was a new Mrs Khaled Mark Three. A disgustingly young model by the name of Delores. A tacky-looking girl, who was making a complete fool of Benjamin and spending all his money even faster than she had!


    To Fontaine’s way of thinking the divorce settlement was not equitable to her needs. Her standard of living had taken a sharp dive. She was even reduced to wearing last year’s sable coat. Last year’s! Quelle horror!


    She climbed out of bed, naked as usual. A fine body, full of muscle tone and drenched in skin lotion. Firm skin, small breasts as high as a sixteen-year-old. Fontaine had always looked after herself. Massage. Steam baths. Facials. Exercises. Head-to-toe conditioning. The work she had put in had paid off. Soon she would be forty years old, and she didn’t look a day over twenty-nine. No face lifts either. Just classical English beauty and good bones.


    She put on a silk housecoat and rang for her maid, a plump Puerto Rican girl she was thinking of firing if only help wasn’t so difficult to find these days.


    The girl walked into the room without knocking. ‘I wish you’d knock, Ria,’ Fontaine said irritably. ‘I’ve told you a million and one times.’


    Ria smirked at her reflection in the mirrored bedroom. Oh Jeeze – would she like to fuck her boyfriend, Martino, in these surroundings!


    ‘Sure Mrs K.,’ she said casually picking at her nail polish. ‘You want I should run you a bath?’


    ‘Yes,’ replied Fontaine shortly. She really couldn’t stand the girl.


    *    *    *


    Sarah Grant, Fontaine’s closest friend in New York, waited patiently at the Four Seasons for Fontaine to turn up for lunch. She consulted her neat Cartier Tank watch and sighed with annoyance. Fontaine was always late, one of her less endearing habits.


    Sarah signalled to the waiter to bring her another martini. She was an extremely striking-looking woman, with intense Slavic features, and jet-black hair starkly rolled into a bun. She was rich in her own right, having been through two millionaire husbands, and was now married to a writer called Allan who joined in her tastes for rather bizarre sex. At the moment they were both enjoying an affair with a New England transvestite who wanted to become a folk singer.


    Fontaine made her entrance. Heads still turned.


    The two women kissed, mouths barely brushing each other’s cheeks.


    ‘How was Beverly Hills?’ Fontaine demanded. ‘Did you have a divine time?’


    Sarah shrugged, ‘You know how I feel about L.A. Boring and hot. Allan enjoyed it though, someone has finally been fool enough to option his screenplay. They paid him a pittance. You would think he had personally discovered gold!’


    ‘How sweet.’


    ‘Adorable. My man has money at last. It will just about cover one quarter’s payment on my jewellery insurance.’


    Fontaine laughed. ‘Sarah, you’re so mean, the poor man has balls, you know.’


    ‘Oh yes? Do tell me where he keeps them. I’d simply love to know.’


    Lunch passed by in a flurry of the latest gossip; both women were experts. By the time coffee arrived they had carved up everyone and anyone, and enjoyed every minute of it.


    Sarah sipped a liqueur. ‘I saw an old friend of yours in L.A.,’ she said casually. ‘Remember Tony?’


    ‘Tony?’ Fontaine feigned ignorance, although she knew instantly who Sarah was talking about. Tony Blake. Tony the stud.


    ‘He remembers you,’ Sarah teased. ‘And with a quite violent lack of affection. What on earth did you do to him?’


    Fontaine frowned. ‘I took him from being a nothing little waiter, and built him into the best manager of the best club in London.’


    ‘Ah, I remember. Then you threw him out, didn’t you?’


    ‘I dispensed with his services before he dispensed with mine,’ Fontaine said irritably. ‘The cocky little bastard was trying to open up his own place.’


    Sarah laughed. ‘So what happened?’


    ‘I thought I told you all about it. I went partners with his money man before he could. Poetic justice. I haven’t heard from him since. What’s he doing in L.A.?’
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