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About the Author

Jo Brand has been called a ‘national treasure’. 

A stand-up comic, she also has many TV and radio shows to her name, including most recently The Great British Bake Off: An Extra Slice.

Jo Brand worked in psychiatric nursing for ten years before her comedy career blossomed. In 2014 Jo was awarded an honorary doctorate by Canterbury Christ Church University for her work in raising awareness of mental health issues and praised for achieving true impact in ‘challenging the stigma around mental illness’.




Praise for Jo Brand:

‘There isn’t a dull passage.  You could open the book at random, throw a dart and find something droll, well-observed and hard to forget’ Daily Express

‘A laugh-a-page tale of three girls, their friendship, their blokes and their living arrangements; highly readable and genuinely funny’ Alan Davies

‘Perverse, sharply observed and wonderfully written, Sorting Out Billy keeps you guessing to the end’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph


‘Where Brand excels, you won’t be surprised to learn, is in describing the unglamorous world of stand-up comedy . . . I for one will be keen to see what she does for an encore’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A Revenger’s Tragedy for our times.  A wonderfully funny and inventive novel’ Stephen Fry

‘. . . what the hell, pass me one of life’s cream cakes – that new book by Jo Brand will do’ Guardian

‘Jo offers a colourful cast of characters in this gritty inner-city story laced with dark humour’  Nuneaton Evening Telegraph

‘Darkly comic and sharply observed . . . Full of the clever one-liners you would expect from this author, and desperate situations you hope never to be able to relate to, this is a very funny book and a must for Brand aficionados’ Western Daily Press

‘Wickedly funny . . . some of the situations she describes will stick in the mind forever . . . the fragility and strength of relationships, whether between family or friends, is beautifully explored’ Eastern Daily Press

‘A lively debut’ Guardian

‘Jo Brand’s fiction debut shows her to be a smart stylist with a confident narrative voice. . . . a darker palette than normal is introduced to this accomplished comedy of romantic bad manners’ Observer

‘So crammed full of brilliant one-liners, you’ll be too busy laughing to care whether or not Billy gets sorted out’ Scottish Daily Record

‘Brand’s debut novel provides more grounds for admiration . . . Sensitive, readable and very funny, it is an accomplished first book’ Hampstead & Highgate Express

‘This no-holds barred, no language spared, and no behaviour too bad tale of our times packs as much punch as any Jo Brand show and is guaranteed to leave you rolling with laughter  . . . it’s got bottle by the gallon’ Northern Echo

‘Fans of Brand’s take-no-prisoners wit should find plenty to enjoy’ Marie Claire

‘Jo Brand is undoubtedly one of the best female comics in Britain and her rise to fame has been monumental . . . Jo’s story is honest and very funny’ The Sun

‘Jo Brand’s Look Back in Hunger is one of the very best. This is mainly down to the fact that Jo has had a genuinely fascinating life (from psychiatric nurse to one of the country’s most loved stand-ups) and her style is engaging, candid and amusing, even when she’s talking about some pretty grim stuff’ *****Heat

‘Larger-than-life, coarse but often very funny, the comedienne has produced a biography very much in her own image . . . provides lots of belly-laughs and, surprisingly, plenty of food for thought’ Telegraph

‘She comes across as robust, wise, amiable and pragmatic. Brand resists self-pity . . . her humane, sardonic intelligence shines through’ Daily Mail

‘A romp through Jo’s formative years . . .  Her dry wit shines through’ Now
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About the book

Sarah is besotted with the unpredictable Billy.  But after another ‘accident’ involving his temper, Sarah’s face and a night in A&E, Sarah’s friends Martha and Flower decide that it’s time to take action.  What should they do?  Reason with him?  Send him to anger management classes?  Shoot him?

Martha and Flower have issues of their own: Martha is seven months pregnant by one of three possible blokes; and hippy Flower’s career as a stand-up comic is more sit-down and weep after some nasty encounters with south London’s finest hecklers.  Will Martha survive single-motherhood on a council estate in need of a peace-keeping force?  Will Flower find the perfect put-down?  And will they sort out Billy before he gets to them first . . .?






To Bernie, Maisie and Eliza




My thanks to everyone who has helped me put together this novel . . . they know who they are. I am particularly grateful to my family for leaving me to get on with it and to my editor Martin Fletcher whose enthusiastic and friendly manner got far more out of me than any homicidal drama queen would have managed. Thanks to Vivienne for reading it all in one go and for making encouraging noises. Thanks to all the poor sods who had to drag through this, ferreting out inconsistencies and correcting my terrible punctuation. My progress from novel virgin to woman of limited experience wasn’t nearly as painful as I might have imagined. Cheers.




Prologue

Martha could remember exactly when it was that she had first started hating her father. She was four years old. Before that, she had simply felt a sense of unease about the harshness of his voice, his unpleasantly smelling hands and the way her mother Pat spent most of the day looking like a rabbit that has been taken out of its cage by some schoolboys and is about to be tortured.

The Day of Hate should have been a very joyous occasion because it was her sister Mary’s seventh birthday, and in an uncharacteristically generous gesture, the Rev Brian had decided to throw a party for her. He had asked some friends and family round, but very few of either group had responded to the offer because his family didn’t like him and most of his friends were in the process of becoming unfriends.

As the Harris family so rarely entertained, the Rev Brian was in a state of advanced anxiety, manifested as a mixture of bad temper and mild hysteria. This worried Martha. Some children from Mary’s class in the small Suffolk village school had been roped in – under duress as none of them, despite the fact that they quite liked Mary, actually wanted to spend any time in the house of ‘Reverend Smelly Belly’ because he scared them. His nasal hair had been allowed to get out of control and as he always spoke to people – even small children – by shoving his face only a few inches away from theirs, it was enough to make a seven year old cry. Besides, he was a vicar.

So Rev Brian did his best to be an entertaining host, but after a couple of hours, the strain of marshalling ten grubby village children in what he considered to be his beautiful home and seeing dirty fingers travel up and down the curtains, pictures and wallpaper, his thin veneer of amiability was beginning to slip away.

Mary copped it first during a game of Pass the Parcel when she screamed a little too delightedly for the Reverend Brian’s fragile state. He hauled her into a room out of earshot and smacked her with the words, ‘Keep-the-noise-down-you-silly-girl-and-don’t-show-me-up. ’ Mary had no idea what this last bit meant and was so shocked she almost forgot to cry.

Pat Harris, oblivious to the changing moods of her sulky husband, was in the kitchen humming and putting candles  on the cake when the Rev Brian stamped in and said he had had enough of the little shits ruining the place, and that he was going to entertain the marauding gang of plebs in the garden, where they couldn’t do any damage.

‘Oh, come on, Brian,’ said Pat, ‘it’s only once in a blue moon and they’re having such fun. It’s nice to hear them laughing and see their little faces looking so happy. Please don’t ruin it, dear.’

This was too much for the Reverend, who had been bubbling under since that little Jim Baker from the village had cried when he discovered that the prize for winning Pass the Parcel was a Bible and since Kim Meades had wet her pants over the Persian rug in the hall when he shouted at her. He finally blew a gasket and marched Pat, holding her by the ear, through the party room, announcing as he passed that one thing he couldn’t abide was a cocky woman and the only way to deal with her was to discipline her.

Under the fixed gazes of Martha and Mary and to the confusion of the guests, he pushed Pat, who was desperately trying to make a joke out of the whole thing, into the cupboard under the stairs and locked it.

‘And stay there until you’ve learned some manners,’ he said.

Even at the age of four, Martha was mortified. Pat could be heard, pleading in her gentle voice to be let out, but Rev Brian wasn’t having any of it. He led everyone out into the  garden, dismissing any protests and proving once again that people will pretty much do what they are told as long as someone is enough of a bully.

Martha could not contain her anger, and marching up to her father with all the sophistication and language control a four year old could manage, gave it to him right between the eyes. ‘I hate you, I hate you,’ she said. ‘You are a . . .’ she hesitated. ‘You are a wanker, Dad.’

Time stood still as the Rev Brian bore down upon her like a musty avalanche, scooped her up and carried her into the house. He took Martha to the bathroom where he pushed a lump of soap into her mouth. Then he hung her out of the bathroom window in as jokey a way as he could manage and shouted, ‘Here she is, we’re only having a bit of fun!’ His voice sounded as if his testicles had recently been removed and made the word ‘fun’ sound as if it meant murder.

This was too much for the ordinary village families, who filed out of the vicarage garden and as soon as they were out, quickened their pace, giggling and whispering, eager to tell whoever they could as fast as they could.

It was many months before the Rev Brian was given absolution by the village for his behaviour that day, and Mary, Pat and Martha were punished for all that period, as naturally it was their fault.

As time passed on, things didn’t get any better between  Martha and her dad because Martha had decided to fight him at every opportunity. Mary, on the other hand, had decided she would submit and that would make life a lot easier. It was. The Reverend pretty much ignored her from then on, apart from the occasional scathing comment about her looks, domestic competence or choice of husband.

Both Martha and Mary had to be confirmed despite the fact that Martha had chosen, at around the age of six, to be an atheist, because she felt if God existed He wouldn’t ever allow the sort of behaviour the Rev indulged in. It was on this occasion that her father took the opportunity to give a little talk to the congregation about the nature of God, illustrating it with some stories from family life, the dénouement of which was the relating of an incident which had happened the week before.

‘Now my daughter Martha is a difficult little cuss at the best of times,’ said the Reverend Brian, ‘and not only that, she is quite greedy. Last week, for example, my wife Pat made some homemade lemonade which Martha loves and despite us urging moderation she drank gallons of the stuff. Consequently that night she wet her bed – can you believe it of a girl of eight?’

The children in the congregation sniggered and the parents looked embarrassed.

‘I am only telling you this because my wife and I kept warning Martha not to have so much lemonade or there’d be  an accident,’ said the Reverend. ‘Now we adults are a bit like Martha as far as God is concerned: we don’t always heed His advice but He knows better.’

Martha felt as if all eyes were turned on her and wondered how she would survive school on Monday. Pat and Mary both burned with indignation and shame on her behalf, but neither would say anything, because Mary was now almost mute and Pat didn’t want to wind the Rev up.

After that incident, despite the number of times Martha prayed desperately in the little church, she couldn’t get God to admit that her dad was doing a crap PR job for Him or even give her a clue that He could see what she meant.

The Rev Brian haunted Martha’s nightmares for the rest of her childhood and popped into her adult dreams with alarming frequency as well. He was tolerated by the villagers who all knew he was a bit of a bastard to his family but they found him good at his job, efficient and businesslike, and therefore were prepared to accept the slightly Dickensian attitude he took towards the three women in his life.

By the time she was a teenager, Martha’s relationship with her father was constantly stirred to boiling point by the added ingredient of hormonal changes. Martha had thought the Rev Brian couldn’t get any worse but then he showed a side to his nature she wasn’t prepared for: he became a bit of a lech. After one evening when the Reverend, sweating and embarrassingly over-attentive, clingily waited hand and foot on Martha and her  friend Joelle whose bosoms were enormous, Martha decided to size up friends on the basis of how much they would sexually arouse the Rev and hence a series of spotty, unattractive teenage girls could often be seen trudging in and out of the vicarage as if all beauty and animation had been banned. Boyfriends were recruited solely on the basis of their unsuitablility, Martha bussing in drug-users and working-class boys to wind up her father and becoming sexually active at the age of fourteen.

She lost her virginity to a local farmworker who was nineteen and she fantasised about a shotgun wedding ceremony conducted by her father, head in his cheesy hands.

Mary was neither help nor hindrance in the battle against the Reverend Brian and like a great sulking bat withdrew to her bedroom for most of her teenage years and surrounded herself with Gothic paraphernalia and dressed herself in the manner of a Victorian widow with a penchant for erotica.

Pat, who had been an innocent, cheerful farmer’s daughter attracted by the brooding bad temper of Brian as a young man, constantly berated herself for allowing her husband to treat her two daughters as if they were dangerous dogs that needed to be taught who was boss.

And despite the fact that she knew her husband was a pathetic bully, she could not quite bring herself to administer the coup-de-grace of a divorce because she wanted to feel that underneath the sulking, bad-tempered surface there was  an intellectual and an idealist who still loved her very much. Unfortunately he had been replaced by this malodorous, labile old fart within a very short time of them having married, and it seemed unlikely that pre-marriage Brian would ever resurface. So Pat sat through many humiliations, both public and private, about which she was enormously ashamed and the little whispers she always seemed to hear behind her when she went to the village for some shopping or to borrow books from the library always seemed to say, ‘Pat you are pathetic, Pat you are weak, Pat you deserve what you get.’ Eventually she believed it.

The Reverend Brian did go through a period in Martha’s twenties of temporarily being struck by the teaching of Christianity as a true force for good and he thought he’d better try and win back the respect of his daughters.

Mary wasn’t too difficult. By that time she had married Derek the skull and anything which interrupted the tedium of their ordered life was welcome even if it was her irritable father attempting to slime his way back into her affections.

In contrast Martha stood firm and continued to notch up a series of coronary-inducing firsts for the Reverend Brian, including having a tattoo which said Jesus Sucks on her bum and flashing it on the odd occasion in the village when she was pissed, dropping out of college, becoming a Muslim for a while and getting a job as a waitress in a strip club in Soho.

Her three ambitions were to be a single mother, to see her mum happy, and to have her father on his knees begging for forgiveness. If he was naked and covered in the contents of a rubbish bin, all the better.
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THREE WOMEN. ONE BAD BOYFRIEND.
TIME TO SORT IT 0UT...





