
Teen Couple Have 
Fun Outdoors

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   1 11/04/2022   10:37



Teen Couple 
Have 

Fun Outdoors
A r Av i n d JAyA n

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   3 11/04/2022   10:37



First published in Great Britain in 2022 by  
SERPENT’S TAIL 
an imprint of Profile Books Ltd  
29 Cloth Fair 
London ec1a 7jq 
www.serpentstail.com

Copyright © Aravind Jayan, 2022

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Typeset in FreightText by MacGuru Ltd 
Designed by Nicky Barneby @ Barneby Ltd 
 
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright  
reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced,  
stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any  
form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying,  
recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of  
both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1 78816 986 8 
eISBN 978 1 78283 953 8

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   4 11/04/2022   10:37



Teen Couple Have 
Fun Outdoors

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   5 11/04/2022   10:37



I

Annie Believes in 
Aliens

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   1 11/04/2022   10:37



3

1

I knew something was wrong when Sreenath wouldn’t come 
down to see the new car. He said he had a headache, but when I 
stood outside his room I could hear him talking to someone on 
the phone. After a few more tries, I let it be. 

The car we’d all decided on was a white Honda Civic. It was 
slicked back for speed and beeped if you didn’t wear a seat belt. 
Appa and I had gone to the showroom earlier that morning. He 
had driven the car home carefully, avoiding potholes, clenching 
his body every time he touched the brakes. Halfway through, he’d 
switched on the GPS and turned up the volume. He wanted to 
hear the car talk. When he parked in front of our house, he looked 
only at the Assist screen on the dashboard, no mirrors. If there 
was a way to deploy the airbags without crashing, he would have 
done that too. 

It was sometime between ten thirty and eleven on a Saturday 
morning in March. One or two neighbours stopped by to congratu
late us. Karthika aunty, our neighbour on the left, told us that her 
husband was planning to get a Civic as well, but a different model. 
Why a different model? God only knew. But she was always saying 
things that made us question what we did. In any case, we were 
accepting comments and compliments with a certain degree of 
nervousness. As a financial decision, the car was slightly friv olous. 
Our previous one, a Maruti Alto, had been doing fine except for 
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the usual problems that came with old age. It would have run for 
another five years, maybe more with good care. Amma, especially, 
had been sad to sell it off. She was a certifiable hoarder. 

Still, despite all this nervousness, we tried to be pleasant. 
On the windscreen, Appa pasted the sticker mandated by our 
housing colony, making sure it wasn’t lopsided. We lived in a 
place called Blue Hills. Blue Hills had around twentyfive houses 
and I suppose it was situated on a mild incline. The houses looked 
like the ones you got in Monopoly: seemingly placed there whole. 
Each one had a car porch and a garden that could hold six or seven 
potted plants. There was a small park in the middle of the colony 
where parties were held and children played. For a while in high 
school, I was considered the official Blue Hills babysitter. I used 
to spend a lot of time in that park, walking around and listen
ing to music. Parents would come to me and say, ‘If you’re here 
anyway, can you do me a favour?’ While they were gone, I had to 
make sure their kids didn’t eat sand or throw themselves in front 
of a vehicle. Thankfully, nobody died on my watch and most of 
the sand is still there even today. Of all the people who lived with 
us in the colony, I liked those kids the most.

‘Maybe we should have picked silver,’ Appa said. 
‘White is good,’ Amma said. ‘It’s clean. It’s tidy.’ 
After another round of inspection, we went inside for tea and 

retired to our separate corners.
Sreenath skipped lunch, still claiming a headache, and didn’t 

come down till later that afternoon. While he did show excite
ment about the car, I could tell he was faking it. Had he been truly 
excited, he would have started an argument with Appa about his 
decision to leave the seat plastic on, or scolded me for letting 
Amma put turmeric streaks on the bonnet. He’d have proffered 
some advice and made a final ruling regarding the efficacy of our 
purchase. 

Instead, he walked around the car thrice, opened the door, and 
sat inside for a long time – first with Appa, as he recited the specs, 
and then alone. After that, he went back upstairs to his room and 
closed the door. 
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I next saw him at dinner. Weekends were the only time we all 
ate together. Sreenath sat down halfway through the meal. Once 
again, he was quiet and distracted. 

‘How’s the food?’ Appa asked him. He was the one who’d 
cooked that day, as he sometimes did on the Saturdays he was 
free. That night he’d made prawn curry and rice.

‘It’s fine,’ Sreenath said. 
‘You don’t like it?’
‘I told you it’s fine. Let me be.’
This had the potential to keep going, so I said something about 

my internship and switched on the TV. 
The rest of dinner was uneventful except for the time the land

line rang. Sreenath turned around so quickly, he almost knocked 
down the water jug. He didn’t start eating again until Appa said it 
was his brother, calling after seeing the car pictures he had sent. 

I wasn’t the only one who noticed Sreenath’s reaction. Amma 
pestered him nonstop, asking him what was wrong until he shov
elled down his food and fled upstairs.

Appa was still going on about the car, now annoyed. ‘No no, 
it’s not the kind of white that attracts dust,’ he was saying. ‘This 
is Enamel White. Enamel. Enamel. They use this coating on space 
shuttles and rockets.’ I don’t know where he pulled that last fact 
from, but he seemed pleased. 

Afterwards, I heard Amma telling him that Sreenath looked 
feverish. This was something she often did. Amma tried to diag
nose a fever whenever anyone in the house went through some 
form of turmoil that was unreachable to her. A fever diagnosis put 
her in control. She’d take our temperature, offer us paracetamol, 
and tell us to have a nap.
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Sreenath was twentytwo and I was twenty. Growing up, I was 
always eager to please him, maybe because he made it seem like 
he’d toured the world shortly before I was born.

He said things like, ‘Honestly, it’s better for everyone if Appa 
and Amma just went their separate ways. Amma can still get 
someone else to marry her. Appa can maybe keep birds.’

Or, ‘The blue liquid in those ads, that’s actually blood, you 
moron.’ 

Compared to me, he had a lot to say.
The two of us had gone to an allboys’ school run by Jesuits. 

Sreenath was popular. He acted bored and cynical, most of the 
cynicism lifted from Appa’s tirades about life. I think he peaked 
when he ran as a joke candidate for school leader. He even did 
a speech. Though afterwards, people kept telling him ‘good 
attempt’, and he had to keep saying, ‘Wait, that wasn’t a real 
attempt, the whole thing was a stunt. Did you guys not get that?’ 
Naturally, I benefited from being related to him. Seniors were 
nice to me and I was always being greeted by people I didn’t know.

Academically, too, I suspected that Sreenath was a few watts 
brighter than me. He would only start studying the night before 
the exams, all the while complaining about a childhood denied to 
him by neverending tests. He would still come out doing well. I, 
on the other hand, needed coffee on tap, almonds, perfect silence 
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and weeks of moping around to get things done. The only sub
jects I topped or came close to topping were computer science 
and Malayalam, and, depending on my teacher’s state of affairs 
with her husband, history. That man cost me a lot of marks. 

But maybe this sort of description makes Sreenath seem over
smart and precocious. All said and done, both of us were simply 
average, him one or two pegs higher, that’s all. 

The only place I really trumped him was sports. I played as 
a forward for the school football team and a local youth club. 
Football used to be my chief excuse to get away from the house. 
Sreenath was not only worse than me, but the way he played was 
objectively mangled. Once, he hit an own goal, twisted his ankle 
and tore his shorts in a single go. After that he tried to spin it off 
like expending energy on sports was a lavish thing, the same as 
eating too much. 

At the time we bought the new car, Sreenath was two years out 
of university. He was studying to be a chartered accountant while 
doing his articleship at a local firm. My university had just ended 
– not the same one as Sreenath’s – and I was interning at an Eng
lishlanguage newspaper. By then, we were up to different things 
and hung out in completely separate circles. Mine was a semi
circle, really. Sreenath’s was still big, even if diminished by time. 

Not many young people stayed in Trivandrum after they gradu
ated. It was a hometown. You couldn’t squeeze a lot out of it 
besides the beach, a few awkward bars, and half a mall. The roads 
cleaned out by eleven and if you wandered around late, you were 
likely to get stopped by the police. I’d once read a tourist guide 
that called the city ‘quaint’. It was so quaint that when you woke 
up on Sunday evenings after a heavy lunch, there was nothing left 
to do but kill yourself.

Sometimes Amma would be conducting her tuition classes 
downstairs – she held maths and physics classes twice a week for 
middleschoolers – and something about the classroom sounds 
intensified this feeling of being trapped. 

There were still aspects of the city I liked, though. People 
seemed to have the time to care about the small things, which, 
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when applied in a positive direction, wasn’t too bad. The public 
library, an old building packed with cool air, was something I 
could never get enough of. The days were soft. You could watch 
the trees and walk the beach. At the very least, it was comfortable. 

That said, the reason Sreenath and I stayed was mostly because 
Appa had made us stay. He ran a chain of textile shops – Royal 
Textiles, it was called – and though by that point we had stopped 
helping out like we used to in school, he’d insisted on having us 
close by. To validate this, he made us go there once in a while to 
manage the stocks, clean, or hand out flyers. ‘At least for some 
time.’ That’s what he said when my university ended. He’d said 
the same thing to Sreenath. Both of us had somehow agreed. In 
Sreenath’s case, he also had his chartered accountancy course to 
finish. 

Anyway, all this was to say that my brother and I weren’t like 
twins who could read each other’s minds. We liked to have our 
own space. That’s why I didn’t get after him like Amma did. It 
could have been the reason he didn’t confide in me. Though, that 
could also have been because he hoped no one at home would 
find out after all.

Even so, I couldn’t help but keep an eye on him. That Monday, 
Sreenath stayed home on the strength of Amma’s fever prescrip
tion. The same thing happened on Tuesday and Wednesday, 
though a few of his university friends did drop by at night. From 
the upstairs window, I saw him standing on the dark verandah, 
conspiring seriously, glancing at the closed door behind him. 

Later, when I asked him what they wanted, he said, ‘Nothing 
important. Just talking.’

‘Are you guys planning something?’ He and his friends some
times went to, or even organised, random events like flea markets 
or art exhibitions – out of sheer boredom, I thought. 

Sreenath threw his hands up and said, ‘What’s with you people? 
I told you it’s nothing.’

‘Did you guys kill someone?’
He slammed the door of his room. On it was a golden sticker 

of Lord Shiva and Ganesha saying ‘Om’. I’d stuck it there a long 
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time ago to annoy Sreenath. He’d changed the ‘Om’ to ‘Ok’ and 
let it stay. 

On Thursday night, I ran into Salil as I was coming back from 
the paper. Salil was four or five years older than me and also lived 
with his parents in Blue Hills. He had a reputation for being rowdy 
– probably fuelled by the fact that he was always going some
where even though he didn’t have a job. Otherwise he seemed 
like a perfectly nice guy. This time, too, he was on his bike, an 
orange Duke covered in sponsorship decals. He pulled up next to 
me at the entrance of Blue Hills, and cut the engine with a show 
of reverence. 

‘How’s your brother doing?’
My brother wasn’t friends with Salil, so I was surprised that he 

knew to ask. I was even more surprised by his grim expression. 
Did he think Sreenath had malaria or dengue? 

‘It’s nothing major,’ I said.
Salil frowned and nodded like I’d said something wise. ‘That’s 

the spirit.’
I blinked. ‘What is?’
‘Your parents are okay with him, though?’
‘Okay with him? How do you mean?’
He stared at me. 
‘It’s all good, then,’ Salil said. ‘Great. That’s good.’
Still thinking of malaria, I said, ‘He barely even had a fever to 

begin with.’
‘Right. Good. Anyway.’ Salil started his bike and said he had 

to hurry.
It was almost eleven. 
When I got back to the house, Amma was the only one awake. 

I quickly ate dinner, helped her close the kitchen, and went to 
bed, feeling odd.
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It was on Friday evening that things started to unravel. I came 
home early after watching a play for the paper. While I still had the 
review to submit, I didn’t want to jump in right away. The theatre 
had had a full house despite the play being billed as experimental. 
The tenacity of the crowd had lightened me up and made me feel 
as though the city was secretly full of sophisticated people, all 
with rich inner lives. When it started raining, I sat by the window 
in the living room, sipping tea and scribbling in a notepad. I heard 
Sreenath’s footsteps above me. 

It had been half an hour since Amma left for the Blue Hills 
society meeting. She always took great care to dress well before 
she went to one of these. If any of us were around, she’d ask 
a hundred questions to which she already knew the answers. 
Should she take an umbrella? Would she need her purse? Did her 
hair perhaps look too black? 

She treated these meetings like they were job interviews. 
Appa came home at six thirty, just as I finally started typing out 

the review. He was early as well. After asking me where Amma was 
and what I was doing, he went upstairs to take a bath and, a few 
minutes later, called me to the bathroom. 

Appa had a frozen shoulder from all the lifting he still insisted 
on doing at the warehouse. His baths had become twoman oper
ations. Midway, he’d summon Sreenath or me – mostly, me – and 
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make us wipe down his back while he sat on a wooden stool, 
wearing a towel. Sometimes he’d listen to the radio on his phone. 

The cramped bathroom was full of steam. A yellow light bulb 
floated above it. I grabbed a sponge and focused on the suds cir
cling the drain. No luck with the radio. 

‘Is it okay for Sreenath to miss an entire week at the firm?’ 
Appa asked. 

‘I don’t know. He must have talked to them.’
‘He told me they said it was okay. But I wouldn’t like it if one 

of my employees took off for an entire week. Who’s going to do 
all his work?’ 

‘They must have people, Appa.’
‘Then what’s the point of having him there at all?’
Conversations with Appa usually exacerbated all my paren

tal worries. No disrespect, but I didn’t like the idea that all they 
thought about were these domestic things. Seeing if I could 
provoke the inner life I mentioned earlier, I tried to make them 
watch interesting films on TV, at least once in a while. I even tried 
to take Amma to a play once, a Malayalam production of Chekhov’s 
Uncle Vanya. She couldn’t have cared less. It wasn’t that I consid
ered myself a great intellectual; I just wanted what was best for 
them, and even though this may sound silly, I didn’t want to feel 
like they’d been left entirely unprepared for life’s big questions. 

As Appa talked about Sreenath and then his own day, getting 
more and more agitated, I tried to maintain my earlier equilib
rium. A while later I heard the front door open and Amma come 
in. It was seven when I went downstairs.

Usually when Amma returned from these meetings, she’d talk 
at the rate of ten to twelve words a second – what was new, what 
people had said. That evening I found her in the kitchen staring 
at the numbers on the microwave. 

‘Amma, good meeting?’
She said yes without turning around. 
I left it at that, went to the living room, and sat down at the 

dining table to work again. Maybe somebody had said something 
rude to her, I thought. Maybe she had a headache.
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Amma came in five minutes later and walked slowly to the 
window. In succession, she closed the curtains completely, 
opened them wide, and then, seemingly after some calculation, 
adjusted them so they were exactly as they had been before. She 
hovered over to where I was sitting. 

I’m not sure how to describe this correctly, but all her features 
were slightly displaced. Her eyes had bored in deeper. Her mouth 
was slack. Her forehead looked bigger. There was no colour on 
her face. I had the sensation of being in the room with a stranger, 
so much so that I remembered those ghost stories where people 
saw pale images of their loved ones without realising they’d died 
a few minutes earlier. 

‘Did Sreenath say anything to you?’ she asked. 
‘About what?’
‘Don’t lie. Did he?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, how can I lie?’
‘Is he here?’ Amma turned around to look at the stairs.
‘Will you tell me what’s wrong first?’
She turned back to me with a baffled expression and said, 

‘Poornima told me the strangest thing just now. You know what 
she’s like. She has to dig up something or the other. Remember 
when Sreenath passed one of his papers and she said she was 
going to recommend chartered accountancy to all her nephews? 
Like it was so easy?’

Poornima aunty lived on the other side of Blue Hills. Our 
neighbours weren’t fundamentally evil or anything. It was a small 
community, is all. 

‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘What exactly did she say?’
Amma squinted and rubbed the tip of her nose like someone 

had swapped it out without her knowing. 
‘I’m sure it’s nothing. It’s just what she’s like. But what she said 

was that there’s a bad video of him online.’
‘Of Sreenath?’
Amma nodded. ‘With some girl, apparently. They all know 

about it, it seems. Very strange.’
‘Online where?’
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Then just like that, she stopped looking puzzled and started 
crying. It happened so fast, I wondered if I’d missed a second. I 
had seen Amma cry many times before, but this was different. It 
looked like her whole face was sliding downwards and turning 
into goo.

I made her sit down at the table and poured her a glass of 
water. Amma tried to talk but gasped instead. Finally, in answer 
to my question of ‘where’, she said, ‘It’s on one of those websites.’ 
Saying this seemed to have cost her a lot of energy. She leaned 
forward on the table, hands on her head. 

I tried to calm her down by pretending to scold her in my 
rational voice. I often used this voice with her. Our home, like 
many homes in the city I’m sure, had a proclivity for soapopera 
moments. You couldn’t get by without a rational voice. 

‘Have you seen this video yourself?’ 
I said ‘video’ in a mocking way, as though the very existence of 

moving pictures was a ludicrous concept. 
Amma nodded no.
‘Then it could easily be a misunderstanding.’
‘It’s not.’
‘Of course it could be a misunderstanding. We’ll speak to 

Sreenath. He’ll clear this whole thing up. Simple.’
I was kneeling on the floor now, talking to her like she was 

a child, as pieces from the past few days clicked together in my 
head. Then I was thinking about what Appa would say. Next thing, 
he was standing in the living room. 

Appa was wearing only a lungi. A white towel was draped across 
his shoulders. Understandably, he looked alarmed. He’d already 
been complaining of a bad day. One of his oldest employees had 
threatened to quit, and his sister had called to reignite a property 
dispute. In the bathroom earlier, Appa had vigorously scratched 
his whole upperbody like ants were crawling all over him. ‘For a 
single morsel of peace, should I have to go to the Himalayas and 
meditate for a hundred years?’

Seeing him now, Amma started crying twice as hard. 
Appa turned to me like I was responsible. ‘What is all this?’ 

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   13 11/04/2022   10:37



14

I told him I didn’t know, which was the best I could do right 
then. With all the crying, even I was starting to panic. Amma’s 
situation was worse. The more she cried, the more Appa shouted 
questions; the more he shouted, the more she cried. 

After two minutes of this, Amma began telling him what she 
had told me. I decided to check on Sreenath – he still hadn’t made 
a sound – and went upstairs and knocked on his door.

‘Sree, just come out here for a second and clear this up.’ 
No response. 
‘Sree, Amma is saying there’s some sort of video online. Do you 

know anything about this?’
No response again. 
Now I grew worried that he might have done something to 

himself. I knocked harder.
‘Hello hello. Sree. Are. You. There.’
Eight or nine knocks in, he said, ‘Stop doing that. I’ll come 

down in a bit.’
His voice sounded light and distant. 
‘Do you know anything about a video?’
‘I told you,’ he said, like he was speaking through his teeth now. 

‘Just give me a few minutes.’
By then Appa was already stomping up the stairs. He pushed 

me aside and pressed himself against Sreenath’s door. Whatever 
Amma had told him, she must have done so in more detail than 
when she had told me. 

‘Do you know what they are talking about?’ he asked. ‘Is it 
true?’

When Sreenath didn’t respond, Appa looked confused at first 
and then angry. He started banging on the door, calling his name 
again and again. In his halfnaked state, Appa was like a frog, 
croaking. ‘Sreenath’ lost all meaning and, as he kept repeating it, 
went from being a name to being a disturbing noise.

I thought for sure Appa was going to have a heart attack. Appa’s 
heart attack was like that Californian earthquake, the Big One. It 
was always on its way. He threatened us with it every time we did 
something that annoyed him.
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‘Appa, calm down,’ I said. He ignored me. I took a few steps 
forward, but he held up a hand to warn me off. 

I can’t remember how long Appa stood there or how many 
times he called Sree’s name but I’m inclined to say forty or fifty, 
even though that sounds like a lot. 

When Appa finally stopped, it was because he needed the extra 
energy to start kicking the door. 

‘Open this right now,’ he said. 
This change, even if it was an escalation, actually made me feel 

better. At least it proved Appa’s head was still functioning. 
Behind me, Amma was standing on the stairs, taking shallow 

breaths. I made her cross over to the landing, afraid she’d faint and 
fall down. That too and the evening would have been complete. 

Meanwhile, Appa had started kicking the door even harder. 
Not even Amma, who usually ruled over the household decibel 
output, was brave enough to stop him.

‘I want to see this video,’ he was saying. ‘I want to see the video 
now.’

‘Appa, please,’ I said. ‘He’ll come out. He told me he’ll come 
out in a minute.’

‘Send me the video right now or I’m breaking this and coming in.’
‘Sree,’ I shouted. ‘Tell him you’ll come out.’
When the next kick landed, the bottom part of the door made 

a loud crack. 
Appa adjusted his lungi and wiped his mouth. 
Maybe Sreenath wanted to get all this over with in one go. 
From the other side of the door, he said, ‘I have sent it to you. 

It’s on WhatsApp.’ 
I noticed that he sounded calm now. Calmness was good, but 

in general, incongruity was not. 
Appa waited for a second to see if Sreenath would say anything 

else, then went down followed by Amma. I put my ear against 
the door and remained still. The bed creaked. I recognised the 
flexing of Sree’s chair and the sound of him typing on his laptop. 
Downstairs, everything had become quiet. They must have been 
watching the video. 
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When I finally went to the living room, Appa and Amma were 
both sitting on the sofa. Amma was stroking Appa’s arm. 

While Appa did have a temper, I couldn’t recall an outburst 
as worrying as the one that had just happened. Of course, they 
weren’t the type to be quietly angry or even passively aggressive. 
Shouting wasn’t uncommon, and when that didn’t work, flying 
cups, saucers and plates were all part of the vocabulary. I don’t 
want to give the impression that we were crass. It’s just that no 
one had time to be subtle. 

Appa’s phone was on the teapoy. I unlocked it and stared at the 
paused video. The fact that he didn’t even have a password made 
me sad. With Appa, what you saw was what you got.

Unsure how all this was going to turn out, or maybe just wanting 
to make myself useful, I went to the kitchen and hid the sharp objects 
I could find. Since I had the phone with me, I played a portion of 
the video, not really looking at it. With such a shocking prelude, the 
content shouldn’t have surprised me, but it still did a bit.

I forwarded the video link to my phone, went to the bottom 
of the stairs and sat down. The house was silent. Not to be too 
poetic, but I could still hear, floating around me, all the things 
that had been shouted so far. 

When half an hour passed and no one had moved, I texted 
some excuse to my editor at the paper, went back upstairs and 
knocked on Sreenath’s door.

‘Sree, it’s only me,’ I said. ‘Open the door, da.’
The door opened. The room was small enough that he could do 

the latch with his toes while sitting at his desk. Sreenath had his 
laptop in front of him and was typing on his phone with double 
thumbs. The air was hot and smelled like wet coins. It was dark. 
Only his table lamp was on. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I asked. 
‘Then what?’
‘I don’t know. What are we supposed to do now?’
He shrugged and kept texting. 
‘What the fuck,’ I said. ‘You didn’t have to see them. I did. They 

look like they are dying.’ 
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‘I need to be alone right now,’ he said.
‘And do what?’ 
He got up and opened the door. I refused to move. He put a 

hand on my collar and tried to throw me out. I pushed him back 
against the wall. He managed to wriggle free and tripped me with 
his foot. 

‘All right, fine,’ I said.
I stepped outside. The door closed once again. I went to my 

room and sat on the bed. 

Teen Couple Have Fund Outdoors v2.indd   17 11/04/2022   10:37


