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Praise for Caroline Hulse

‘I loved The Adults! Funny, dry and beautifully observed. Highly recommended for anyone whose Perfect Christmases never quite go according to plan!’

Gill Simms, author of Why Mummy Swears

‘Genuinely unputdownable books are rare in my experience. This one . . . a brilliant, original comedy of contemporary manners’

Daily Mail

‘I took this book on holiday and couldn’t put it down! I found myself feeling tense as I became more and more invested in the unfolding drama of the weekend away. I’ve never read anything quite like it and Posey was a highlight’

The Unmumsy Mum 

‘Such a breath of fresh air! Witty, intensely human and (dare I say it) relatable . . . This novel is the perfect comedy of errors’

Katie Khan, author of Hold Back The Stars

‘Packed with sharp wit, engaging characters and off-beat humour, this is a fresh and feisty thrill-ride of a novel’

Heat

‘I have a feeling Caroline Hulse might be a genius, this book is so brilliant. It’s funny, clever and original. I loved every minute of reading it’

Lucy Vine, author of Hot Mess

‘Brilliantly funny’

Good Housekeeping

‘The Adults gripped me from the start. With a razor-sharp eye, she dissects the nightmare of family politics . . . Reminiscent of Liane Moriarty’s Big Little Lies, this book is a sure-fire winner’

Cass Hunter, author of The After Wife

‘Clever, perceptive and wickedly funny, this is a holiday-from-hell extravaganza not to be missed!’

Lancashire Evening Post

‘Funny, poignant, real – The Adults is a truly original book that made me laugh, cry and cringe in equal measure. I loved it’

Charlotte Duckworth, author of The Rival

‘Razor-sharp comedy’

Sunday Mirror

‘I loved it. I couldn’t believe it was a debut. It was so funny, and intriguing and I was desperate to know where it was all heading – a great read’

Mike Gayle, author of The Man I Think I Know
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PROLOGUE

Eleven years before the party

Stella opened the door to the waiting room. ‘Nimble Williams?’ 

She looked past the glum-looking terrier in an oversized cone, to a man sitting staring at the wall, a carry case on the floor next to him. 

Stella went up to him. ‘Nimble Williams?’ 

The man sat upright. ‘That’s me.’ He followed her into her consulting room. ‘Though I don’t normally think to answer to that name.’ 

Stella lifted the tortoise out of the case and placed him on her metal table. 

Nothing happened. 

Stella looked up. The man looked a similar age to her, mid-twenties. ‘What exactly’s the trouble?’

‘He’s not himself.’ The man pushed the sleeves of his hoodie up. ‘He’s my neighbour’s tortoise and she says he’s listless.’

Stella sighed. ‘Are you able to tell me about his history? Eating patterns, toileting, change in movements?’

‘All I know is, apparently, he’s lost his spark.’

‘I need to get the owner’s consent to examine. Can I call her?’

‘She’s not good on the phone.’

Well, Stella thought. She’d tried. ‘Then I’m sorry, I can’t do anything. We have to get the history and owner’s consent to do a clinical exam. And there’s a reptile vet up the road, you know. Just saying.’ 

‘I didn’t know a tortoise was a reptile.’

‘It is.’

The man leaned against the wall. ‘I thought vets had to do everything. Mouse to elephant and back.’

Stella wondered why this man didn’t look like he was leaving. ‘Reptiles have quite specific anatomy and physiology. I could look at him, but you’d be much better at the specialists.’

‘My neighbour can’t get about.’ Finally, the man picked the tortoise up off the table. ‘I must have told her I’m teacher, which is always a mistake. People know when my holidays are.’ He placed the tortoise slowly back in the case. ‘She seemed worried. She’s had this tortoise since she was seven. He’s seen out her husband and her two brothers.’

Stella left a respectful pause. 

The man looked around. He focused on the posters on the wall. 

Stella followed his gaze. Ask us about vaccinations. Are you antibiotic aware? Hydrotherapy for dogs. 

He looked back at Stella. ‘This must be an interesting job.’

‘Sometimes.’

‘I saw a guinea pig on a lead in the waiting room.’

‘That’s not normal.’ 

The man clipped the carry case shut. He still didn’t leave.

‘I teach at the high school round the corner,’ he said eventually. ‘We have a career day coming up, they like to see young people talking about jobs. It’s easier for them to relate.’ He met Stella’s gaze. ‘Would you like to come and talk to them?’

‘What do you teach?’

He glanced away and back. ‘History.’ 

Stella looked at the man for a second longer. She pulled a pad and pen towards her.

The man watched her write. ‘Prescribing amphetamines? To give Nimble his spark back?’

‘No.’ Stella ripped the piece of paper from the pad and held it out to him. ‘It’s my number.’

Two weeks later, Stella stood on a school hall stage.

The teacher – who she now knew as George Mandani – stood against the wall at the side. He wore a crisp blue shirt and looked significantly less playful than he had in her surgery.

Stella looked at her audience of year nines. ‘People think you should be a vet if you love animals, but most of the ones I see are in pain. You have to euthanise animals all the time. That means putting them out of their misery.’ 

She looked around the room, reading expressions. Bored. Bored. Smirking. Bored. Disconcertingly keen. Super-bored. Actually asleep?

‘Any questions so far?’ Stella asked.

A surprising number of hands went up. Stella looked at a girl with hair piled high.

‘Don’t ask her.’ George Mandani pointed to a boy at the front. ‘Jay?’

The boy put his hand down. ‘Is it better to be a vet if you hate animals, so you can happily kill them?’

Stella smiled. ‘Probably not.’ She turned to another boy and nodded.

‘Careful, Dylan.’ George’s voice was low.

Too late, Stella saw the pull of a smile at the side of this boy’s mouth. 

‘How do you know Mandani?’

George’s voice went dangerously quiet. ‘Mr Mandani.’ 

‘And why’ve you ironed your shirt today, sir?’ Another boy stood up. ‘You normally look scruffy.’

‘Not appropriate.’

‘And you’ve done your hair. Do you like the vet, sir?’ 

‘Outside, Samuel.’

‘Samuel’ left the room with a swagger.

‘One more quip from anyone,’ George turned to address the crowd, ‘and you’ll be sorry.’

‘Let me make this clear.’ Stella surveyed the room. ‘Mr Mandani’s asked me here to help you. He’s a professional.’

Several eyebrows tweaked upwards.

‘And he knows I’m gay,’ Stella said. 

There was silence. 

A small voice said, ‘Unlucky, sir.’

‘Piper Briggs. Outside, now.’ 

A girl slumped out of the room, grinning as she went.

George turned to Stella. ‘I’m sorry about the lack of respect,’ he said loudly. ‘When you’re so generously giving your time.’

Stella waved a hand. She answered more questions. 

What does it feel like to have your hand up a cow? 

Do dogs mind having their testicles removed? 

Which is better, a bird or a hamster?

Stella glanced at George occasionally. She took one long, focused glance. 

The thing was, that shirt was well-ironed.

*

The bell went and the kids rushed out of the hall. George hurried over to Stella. ‘I’m so sorry. The children deliberately misread things.’

‘Deliberately misread things,’ Stella repeated.

‘It’s because I’m one of the younger teachers.’ George ran a hand through his hair. ‘Apparently I’m having affairs with Ann Rothwell in drama, Jason Marks in P.E., and at least two of the dinner ladies.’

‘OK.’ Stella made eye contact. ‘But I’m not gay, by the way.’

George put his hands in his pockets. ‘Right.’

‘Just in case the kids weren’t misreading things.’ Stella left a pause. ‘And please never bring that tortoise back into my surgery, because I really don’t know what to do with it.’

‘That changes things, then.’ George held her gaze. ‘Can I call you tomorrow? After I’ve let the dinner ladies down gently?’

‘OK.’ Stella smiled at him. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’


Eleven years later

‘This is ridiculous!’ George shouted in Grace’s direction, his anger directed firmly at Stella. ‘We can’t end eleven years and a marriage because of a Coke can!’ 

‘It’s not about the can itself,’ Stella said. ‘It’s about what the can represents.’ 

George slammed his hands onto his knees. ‘It’s bad enough having arguments about real Coke cans. I’m not having arguments where they’re infused with meanings I don’t even understand. That’s not fair, Stella!’

The therapy room was silent.

Grace looked from George to Stella and back.

Eventually, Grace settled on Stella. ‘Do you think George has a point? That you draw patterns from arguments and, as a result, make small points into large issues? Do you recognise that as something that happens?’

‘He’s deliberately being obtuse.’ Stella shook her head. ‘I thought having time apart was meant to help with all this. Help him get some perspective and realise how annoying he was.’ 

‘Oh really?’ George lifted himself up in his seat; he shifted himself till he was facing Stella. ‘Really? That’s what this separation was for?’

Stella crossed her legs. A second later, she folded her arms.

The three armchairs felt very far apart.

‘What are you thinking, George?’ Grace said softly.

George said nothing.

‘I’ll go.’ Stella sat forward. ‘I know these sessions are meant to be about us finding a way to get back together. But I think – sometimes – that he’s the single worst man in the world. I think I might actually hate him.’ 

Stella sat back and stared at Grace. Go on. Fix that.

George jumped up. ‘You nasty—’ 

He stopped himself. He glanced at Grace and back. 

‘Piece of work,’ he finished.

‘This isn’t working.’ Stella addressed Grace rather than George. ‘Why are we even doing this? We could have had a hundred Nando’s for what we’ve spent in here.’

‘We can’t break up because of a Coke can,’ George sat back down. ‘I’m not telling people that.’ 

‘Oh, that’s what matters to you? You never used to care what people think.’

‘You know I don’t mean that.’ George did his agitated tapping thing with his hands. ‘Sometimes, you act like you’ve never even met me! Anyway, it wasn’t the Coke can. It was Jurassic Park. The Coke can was just the last straw.’

‘Stella?’ Grace’s voice was soft. ‘I know you’ve always been reluctant to discuss the Jurassic Park conversation. But do you want to discuss it now?’

Stella couldn’t trust herself to speak. 

‘Can’t you see, Grace?’ George said. ‘We’re sick of each other.’ 

‘Maybe—’ Grace looked from one to the other – ‘maybe we should take a break on the joint sessions. Have some individual sessions.’

Stella looked at George.

‘Forever?’ George said eventually.

‘We don’t need to decide that now,’ Grace said. 

George looked at Stella. ‘That sounds like a yes.’ 

Stella looked down into her folded arms. 

George stood up and shoved his chair back. ‘Fuck this. There’s no point. It’s been over for a long time. We just need to face it.’

He strode out of the room, briefly stopping to pick up his rucksack, before slamming the door behind him.


1

Two months later

George stood outside the block of flats. He looked down at the keys in his hand.

He put the keys in his pocket and rang the buzzer.

Stella’s voice crackled through the intercom. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve lost your keys already.’ 

‘I thought it was polite to buzz.’ George focused on his trainers. ‘Was it polite?’ He asked. ‘Or should I have let myself in?’ 

The buzzer went; George hurried forward to catch the door. Stella got annoyed when people didn’t stop the door in time – a lot of things annoyed Stella lately – and he wasn’t going to add catching the door to the long list of things George is shit at.

Stella was already in the doorway of the flat when he got there. She studied him. ‘You’ve got a new T-shirt.’

‘I do buy new things occasionally.’ 

Stella eyed the T-shirt. ‘It’s quite . . . vibrant.’

George lifted his chin. ‘I like it.’

‘Not a criticism.’

‘Sorry.’ 

George headed into the lounge. He looked around.

Where they had always had a sofa between the standard lamp and the side table, there was now an incongruous yoga ball. Disturbed by the weight of his footsteps, the ball now drifted lightly across the wooden floor. It came to a jellylike rest against the standard lamp. 

George indicated the yoga ball. ‘Is that the sofa now?’

‘Yep.’

George watched the ball flutter against the lamp. ‘Finally getting some use out of it, then. So that’s something.’

‘Every cloud,’ Stella said. 

George gave a faint smile.

‘See, we can do polite,’ Stella said.

George shut off his smile.

Stella turned and started walking. ‘Your stuff’s in the kitchen.’

George followed her. He looked past the bin bags on the table to the rest of the room. The kitchen surfaces looked cleaner than they had for the ten years he’d lived in that flat. He was about to say as much, but stopped himself. Stupid to gift Stella an open goal like that. 

He opened the first bin bag to see CDs, a decade-plus redundant.

He glanced at Stella and looked into the second bag. Jeans and jumpers – clothes with a 32 waistband to fit a man who didn’t exist anymore. George smelled his own smell coming back from the bag. 

He looked up. ‘You wanted me to come over for this junk?’

Stella indicated the spiraliser on the side. ‘And this.’

George looked at all the sharp edges, the bulky plastic. ‘I bought you that.’

‘But I don’t want it.’

‘You used it more than me.’

‘I only used it because you said, “Stella, why haven’t you used that spiraliser I got you?”’ 

George didn’t recognise this impression of his voice, still less the ‘obedient wife’ trope he was being fed. He picked up the spiraliser and thrust it in the clothes bag. ‘You really brought me over for this on a school night?’ 

There was a long pause. ‘Come through to the lounge.’

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I want to ask you something.’

George followed her through to the room and sank onto the yoga ball. He strained his thigh muscles. The yoga ball didn’t work as a sofa.

It was down to him that Stella was now using gym equipment as furniture. He hadn’t even needed to take the old sofa when he left, he reflected, it was way too big for his bedroom in his shared house. But he’d had a point to make and so he’d made it, however awkward that sofa was in his new bedroom. However many cups of tea he spilled getting past it.

‘What do you want?’ 

Stella sank onto his sofa’s estranged twin. ‘What I’m about to say is such a stupid idea, I don’t even know where to start.’

George brushed fluff off his trousers. ‘Interesting.’

‘Mum and Dad are having a party next month. A murder mystery anniversary party.’

George stopped brushing. ‘Go on.’

Stella took a breath. ‘I want you to come with me.’ 

She held his gaze defiantly. 

A car beeped outside. A male voice shouted in anger.

George restarted his trouser brushing. ‘That’s insane.’

‘I know. But still.’ 

‘It’s a terrible, terrible idea.’

‘I agree completely, but here we are.’

George tried to sit back on the yoga ball. His thighs screamed; he hunched forward again. ‘Why on earth do you want me to come to the party?’

‘Mum wants to have a do before her treatment starts. She wants one last party.’ 

George softened his voice. ‘Right.’ 

‘The cancer’s aggressive.’ Stella used her say it briskly then it won’t hurt as much voice. ‘If I try to ask Mum about it, she looks affronted, like I’m intruding into her personal business. Which I suppose I am. But I also think it’s a tiny bit my business.’

‘That’s your mum’s way of dealing with things,’ George said. ‘Don’t talk about it and then it doesn’t exist.’ 

‘So we don’t mention it, and pretend everything is normal. Except Dad keeps silently hugging Mum from behind when she’s trying to refill the kettle.’ 

‘Are you sure you’re not reading too much into this? You sure your mum thinks it’s the last time she’ll get everyone together?’

‘She’s spending four hundred pounds on caterers.’

George tried to sit back on the ball again. ‘Four hundred pounds? Margaret?’ 

‘And she’s arranged fireworks. She either thinks she’s on the way out, or it’s dementia.’ 

George shook his head. ‘Wow.’ 

Margaret was as tight as a clam. She never passed a skip without a rootle inside, bringing out a lamp or a rug or a discarded toy. Blowing dust off the item, bright-faced with success. A bit of a clean-up and this’ll get a fiver on eBay. 

George focused on Stella. ‘She wants a party, I get it. But why does that mean I have to go?’ 

Stella looked at her feet.

‘Why so quiet?’

She didn’t respond.

It hit him. ‘Really?’ 

She still didn’t say anything. 

‘For fuck’s sake, Stella! You still haven’t told them we’re divorcing?’

Stella crossed her arms. ‘They’ll be devastated. I can’t tell them now.’

George shook his head in wonder.

‘It’s fine,’ Stella said. ‘I’ll tell them when I’m ready.’

George thought of the conversation they’d just had about Margaret. Don’t talk about it and then it doesn’t exist. 

He couldn’t supress a sniff of laughter. The irony.

Stella looked up. ‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What?’ she said again.

‘You’re not going to like it.’

‘Obviously you have to tell me now.’

‘I was just thinking . . .’ Was he really going to go there? He scratched his cheek. ‘Like mother like daughter.’

Stella took a beat. 

Yes, George thought, he went there. But that was a legitimate thing to say, because it was true. 

‘That’s helpful.’ Her voice was tight. ‘You’re really spoiling for a fight today, are you?’ 

‘I don’t want to fight, it’s just how can I not notice?’ He held his palms up. ‘All you need is to do that hair-fluffing thing, or tell me how those vile squirrels have been at your bird feeder again, and you’ll have turned full-on Margaret.’

Stella shook her head. ‘You’re trying to hurt me. I’m nothing like my mother.’

George raised his eyebrows. 

‘I don’t give a shit about squirrels and I haven’t even got a garden, let alone a bird feeder.’

George smiled. ‘I must be mistaken then.’ 

‘So, back to the point.’ Stella looked away briskly. ‘This is the last party, and it’s going to be perfect for them.’

‘Oh, come on!’ George raised his palms. ‘That’s Margaret, again! And no good things ever start with and it’s going to be perfect. I’m just saying.’

‘You don’t need to keep raining on my parade and managing my expectations down.’ Stella’s voice was even tighter now. ‘It’s not your job any longer.’

And with that, it wasn’t funny anymore.

Stella must have seen his face. ‘Sorry.’

George took a second. He nodded.

‘I’m just a bit tense. I’ll level with you, asking you this doesn’t feel great.’

George felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He tensed.

‘Do you need to get that?’ Stella said.

‘No.’ He knew who it would be. And it really couldn’t help the situation if he let Stella see a text from Nancy.

He had to get out of here. He might complain his new bedroom wasn’t homely, but at least it didn’t have Stella and all this head fuck in it.

Finally, he looked up. ‘Aren’t you worried we’ll have a row when we’re at the party and ruin everything?’

She crossed her arms more tightly. ‘We won’t though, will we?’

‘So far tonight, we’ve argued over’ – George raised one finger – ‘whether I should have pressed the buzzer on my way in.’ He raised another finger. ‘You complimenting me on my shirt and me thinking it was a dig. Me buying shit birthday presents.’ 

Stella looked like she was about to say something.

‘Raining on parades.’ George was determined to finish his list. ‘You being like your mother, which – by the way – I’d watch if I were you. And I’ve been here ten minutes.’

Stella’s mouth twisted that way it did when she was biting her cheek from the inside.

‘But we laughed about the yoga ball,’ she said eventually. ‘Which you look really uncomfortable on.’

George stayed grimly where he was, despite the pulsing ache in his thighs. 

‘And I didn’t say the spiraliser was a shit birthday present, just that it was more your kind of thing than mine.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘Fine. It was a shit birthday present. Do you even know me at all?’

George got up and walked into the hallway. ‘Apparently not.’

‘Look.’ Stella grabbed his arm. Her Stella-smell wafted towards him, grape-sweet. ‘I’m not asking you to do it for me. I’m asking you to do it for them. It’s just one day, then you can get on with your . . . life.’

George noted the lack of sarcasm in the word life. 

She must really want him to come to this party.

‘Please, George. For them. You’re a good guy, really’ – that must have hurt, George thought – ‘and it is just a day. Can I tell them you’re coming?’ 

‘I’ll think about it.’ George opened the front door. ‘Don’t rush me.’

George hurried out the flat.

He was back home by the time he realised he’d left his bags of junk on Stella’s kitchen table.
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CHARACTER | PLAYEDBY | DESCRIPTION

Cantankerous, selfish, tyrannical. Recently killed in a hunting accident,
leaving two sons. His heir is:

The Late Lord Alfred Brockenhurst, 80 No one — he’s dead

) i The new owner of the manor. Charismatic, authoritative, kind yet firm.
- Lord Brockenhurst, 50 i Tommy Foy i He is benevolent to his servants and conducts himself with impeccable
: i control. Married to:

5 : i Sweet of nature. Retains an allure, a semblance of the society beauty she
Lady Brockenhurst, 43 Margaret Foy i once was. Bravely bears the tragedy of her life, that she has been unable fo

i produce an heir.

: .. : i Handsome young solicitor. Inherited his business from his father, a dear
Mr Shaker, Solicitor, 30 Pete Foy i friend of the Brockenhursts. Reliable and scrupulously honest.

: i Lord Brockenburst’s charming and wayward younger brother. Born with

The Honourable Mr Asbley ¢ Scott Prentice i an eye for the ladies, it has always been hoped he will one day settle down

. Brockenhurst, 45 : ' and marry well

: : i Glamorous socialite and actress, niece of Lord and Lady Brockenhurst.
- Ellie Brockenhurst, 25 i Helen Wheatley i Adopted by them after the untimely death of her mother, she is a credit to
: : i the Brockenhurst family.

i Professional and discreet. Mr Hapsworth never stops — though his
: Nathan Wheatley i new-fangled ways of doing things occasionally need to be curbed.

: o Servile, proper, understated. Devoted to Lord Brockenhurst after they
My Owlish, Butler, 50 George Mandani served in the army together in India. Mr Owlish is patient, and manages
‘ : S difficult staff with aplomb.

: . A recent addition to the manor. Efficient at running the household, despite
- Miss Cartwright, Housekeeper, 33 . Adele Prentice S rumours she has a rum past and previously trained as an exotic dancer.
: i Sadly, she remains unmarried.

; : . Rescued from poverty, aged fifteen, by the Brockenhursts. Rumours
Agnes Fairbottom, Parlourmaid, 39 Stella Foy abound that she steals, but her master and mistress believe her unfairly
: i maligned and pure of heart. She is always humble and grateful.
: : i Trusted family confidant and moral authority. Whilst she generally keeps
- Miss Evangeline, Vicar, 50 i Cheryl Aspinal i berself to herself, she has a nose for scandal and secrets. (Host’s note: 1
: ¢ know there were no lady vicars in the olden days, but I've updated it.)

- Mr Hapsworth, Private Secretary, 28

(Host’s note: Please play the game even though you don’t have a
named role. Remember, you don't need a character to be a detective!)

Other below-stairs staff E Other party guests





