

        

            

                

            

        




	Extraordinary Acclaim for Matthew Isaac’s
BROKEN CHAINS


	“Broken Chains” is a tale of forbidden love and the fight against systemic oppression. I was immediately captivated by the first sentence of the novel. It was hard to put down, and I learned a great deal about the foundations of caste superiority and societal ostracization in India during the 1950s and 60s. This book is a deeply moving narrative that critiques casteism, religious bigotry, and societal oppression while celebrating the transformative power of love, resilience, and truth. It is a poignant tale of two individuals who suffered religious bigotry, violence, and marginalization as they break free from the chains of tradition and prejudice, advocating for dignity, equality, and shared humanity. Well done, Matthew Isaac. I would love to see this turn into a major Hollywood film.” —Ms. Brenda Pickleman, Hollywood Actress and Artist, Chicago, Illinois.


	“Broken Chains is not merely a love story or a political novel. It is a moral investigation into how freedom is defined, who grants it, and what it ultimately costs. It confronts religion, caste, patriarchy, and institutional power with fearless honesty. It moved me, disturbed me, and reminded me that the work of liberation—anywhere—is never complete. It deserves to be read widely. It deserves to be argued with. And above all, it deserves to be taken seriously. I thoroughly enjoyed reading Broken Chains.” —Dr. Henry D’Souza, Professor of Social Work, Grace Abbott School of Social Work, University of Nebraska at Omaha, Omaha, Nebraska, USA


	"Matthew Isaac’s novel Broken Chains is a profoundly moving work that exemplifies the transformative method, a distinguished form of novelistic expression. It is an impressive, gripping, and epic tale of forbidden love, an eloquent fusion of age-old injustices such as untouchability and religious bigotry, woven into a powerful exploration of the tensions between bigotry, faith, and science, and the deeper truths of the human condition that resonate with a universal audience." —A. K. B. Pillai, Ph.D. (Columbia University, NY), Former Professor of Anthropology and Comparative Literature at the New Jersey University System of Higher Education, Medical Anthropologist, Former Fellow of the National Institute of Mental Health and Diplomate of the American Board of Medical Psychotherapists, and Founder and Chairperson of New York Institute of Integral Human Development, Inc., New York.


	“Matthew Isaac has fashioned a classic forbidden love story complete with fascinating character development, intriguing and insightful dialogue, and an examination of the impact of rigid cultural traditions on the attempt of two individuals from different backgrounds to forge a life together. Though set in a particular cultural context, this challenging and provocative work raises questions of universal importance such as class discrimination, religious arrogance and bigotry and the relationship between religion and morality as well as the intellectual and academic collision between religion and science. Ultimately though, it is an uplifting story of the victory of true love and dedication over a myriad of obstacles.” —Dr. Dale Lanigan, Former Pastor and Asst. Professor Emeritus of Sociology and Criminal Justice, Lourdes University, Sylvania, Ohio


	“One of the most artfully empathetic and inspiring forbidden love stories of our time, Broken Chains confronts the bigotry of untouchability, the existential struggles of Dalits, and their physical and emotional oppression, as it exposes these injustices through the lens of evolutionary biology and illuminates society’s collective moral blindness, all rendered in a lucid and graceful style.” —Mr. Bala Sriraghavan, CEO/Co-Founder of Datanetiix Solutions, Inc., a global software development/ Services company based in Irvine, California.
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	ome lovers are not doomed merely by fate but by the ancient myths and superstitions their cultures continue to uphold, as they are haunted by cursed stars, bound by tradition, and left to navigate stormy seas with nothing to guide them but the power of love.


	Sam picked up Devi's wedding invitation card with trembling hands and stared at it poignantly once again. Holding it helplessly in despair, his eyes welled up with tears, and he sobbed quietly in the privacy of his room. The love of his life, Devi, would be married the following day—but he was not the lucky man.


	Warm, salty teardrops fell on the card, bleeding into spidery streaks that warped and curled the paper, leaving behind physical marks of his grief. His chest tightened with pain; his breath hitched. The flicker of hope that once lit his eyes had faded, but the unrelenting love he carried for Devi still pulsed within him. He had never stopped loving her, even with the crushing realization that she would be another man’s wife within hours.


	Devi’s fearful but wise words and her sobbing reverberated in his ears: “Sam, I love you, but I’m forbidden from falling in love with an upper-caste Syrian Christian man like you. Abjectly poor Untouchables like me, living in the shackles of servitude and yoke of oppression, in their sane minds, don’t fall in love with younger, upper caste men and marry them without grave consequences. You’re like a younger brother to me. If your parents and our community find out that we’re in love, my parents and I’ll be thrown into the cold streets since we are untouchable vassals, and we’ll lose our livelihood and become vagrants.”


	Sam clenched his jaw tightly and ground his teeth quietly with tears still in his eyes; Sam thought, “Low caste Dalits (Untouchables) of polluted origin don’t even have the right to fall in love with a person of upper caste origin. Falling in love with someone of an upper caste like me is impermissible, forbidden, and comes with dangerous societal and religious consequences.”


	Feeling the weight of the moment of truth, Sam got up from his desk and threw the biology book he had been trying so hard to read onto a pile of others he needed to review for his master’s comprehensive exam. He couldn’t concentrate. The grief of losing Devi—the love of his life—to another man was too heavy a burden, one he had to bear alone. He couldn’t share it with his family, as he had kept their forbidden love a secret from his parents.


	Devi’s wedding was set for the following day. Since Sam’s parents were oblivious to his long-standing emotional connection with her, they vacuously expected him to go with them, smile, and congratulate Devi and her new husband. The thought of losing her to another man twisted in his gut like a knife cutting deep. He imagined the music, the garlands, the fire—and Devi standing next to someone else, looking beautiful, looking lost to him forever.


	He had told himself for months that he’d be ready. But now, just hours away, he couldn’t breathe without his chest tightening. The weight in his stomach wouldn't lift. His thoughts were jagged, his hands cold. The closer the moment came, the less strength he seemed to have.


	It had been several days since he’d had a good night’s sleep. He glanced at his reflection in the wall mirror with shock: sleepless nights had sunken his eyes. The sweaty pajamas clung to his body and smelled of his body odor from the sweat. He was dirty, smelly, and in need of a shower and a shave. His mouth was dry from the sadness and anxiety of losing Devi forever to another man.


	It was Sunday, but, as usual, he hadn’t woken up to attend church with his parents. Sam was thirsty and strolled past his father’s office to the kitchen for a drink. His father was busy preparing a lecture for the next day’s class. Seeing Sam, he called out, “Son, are you okay? You look unkempt, tired, and sad. Are you alright? You’ll do fine in the exam—you’re the top-ranking graduate student. Don’t worry too much. You’ll be okay,” said Johnnie, Sam’s father. He didn’t know what was truly ailing his son, or what had stolen all his joy.


	After regaining composure and wearing a smile, Sam quickly peeked into his father’s office, “Appa (Dad), I’m exhausted from staying up late and studying. I’ll be fine,” Sam reassured his father and headed toward the kitchen.


	When Sam gently opened the kitchen door, he was shocked to see a young woman in a sari, her head bowed, wailing, standing beside his mother, Elsy. The loose sleeve of her sari covered her mouth—a typical gesture of someone in servitude—as she struggled to regain composure while confiding something to his mother. They were lost in the moment, waiting for the agony of her news to pass, unaware of Sam’s startled presence at the doorway.


	The wailing woman seemed to be in such agony that she could not articulate her sadness and release it from her system. She was heaving, and Sam's mother, Elsy, was trying to calm her down so she could contain her emotions and explain why she was wailing. The intensity of her sobbing and heaving suddenly waned when she saw Sam in the doorway as if she had seen a ghost in her distress and wanted to regain composure to protect her very being.


	When the sleeve of the sari she held against her face suddenly dropped, Sam recognized the wailing woman. As he suspected, it was Devi, the love of his life, who he had been losing sleep over the past several days. She was visibly embarrassed to see Sam and abruptly tried to exit the kitchen through the other door when Sam turned around and left. He could hear his mother trying to stop her from leaving and asking her to stay.


	Elsy yelled, "Sam, please shut the kitchen door behind you." He could still hear his mother's conversation as he slowly closed the door behind him.


	"Okay, Devi. Please tell me why your wedding, scheduled for tomorrow, has been canceled," Elsy asked.


	"My fiancé had a motorbike accident last night on his way back from a dinner party with his friends in town. He was pronounced dead at the scene. Ammachi (ma’am), my marital future is being wrecked by the malefic influence of Mangal Dosha (Mars defect). I’ll never have a normal married life because of my unfortunate horoscope. Any man who dares to enter into a marital relationship with me will be in imminent danger of physical harm." Devi blurted out the gist of her uncontrollable grief.


	The shock of Devi’s tragic news made Sam frozen for a moment in time. He was startled with fear, and his heart pounded rapidly, skipping a beat; his palms became clammy, and his stomach twisted in knots. He stood there in front of the kitchen door for a moment, aimlessly to listen.


	"But isn't it a baseless supposition that he met with his ill fate because of your horoscope?


	He died because he got into a motorbike accident. It certainly wasn’t your fault, dear," said Elsy, trying to calm Devi down.


	"But, Ammachi, he got into the accident because of the malefic influence of my Mangal Dosha, as was foretold in my ‘Jathakam’ (horoscope). We were warned about such effects by the Jyolsyan (astrologer) who prepared my Jathakam," replied Devi.


	Sam’s mouth was growing drier, and each breath stole what little moisture remained. He was thirsty for a drink of water, but his mother asked him to shut the kitchen door to safeguard Devi’s privacy. As he exited the kitchen hallway, he overheard the rest of their conversation, which revealed the tragic news of Devi’s fiancé’s death. He heard his mother consoling Devi and her muffled sobs. Sam quietly left the hallway and returned to his room. A gut-wrenching sadness overtook him as he absorbed the emotional anguish and suffering of Devi—the one he still loved—yet he felt helpless as a young man.


	Propping his pillow against the headboard of his bed, he lay down. As he closed his eyes, thoughts of Devi occupied his mind far more than concerns about his upcoming comprehensive exam. He hadn't seen her in several months because she and her family had been busy with wedding preparations. And she recently took a half-time job at the hospital as a physiotherapist assistant.


	__________________________


	To understand the pain of Devi’s tragic predicament and Sam’s torment, one must grasp the complexities and nuances of their caste divide and the tangled web of the Malabar Coast’s continuing saga of the caste system—deeply embedded in the ancient culture and age-old traditions of what was the Indian state of Kerala—and prevailing during the 1950s and ’60s.


	Devi, a short form of her full name Devika, was the daughter of Elsy's housemaid, Saraswathi. In Indian mythology, the name Devika means "goddess of beauty," symbolizing a divine woman who embodies purity, love, and grace. Devi truly represented these virtues; however, she bore the weight of 'untouchability' due to her birth to parents who were untouchable. This painful misconception marked her as inherently impure in the eyes of others.


	Devi’s mother’s name, Saraswathi, was derived from the Hindu goddess of knowledge and the arts. True to her namesake, Devi’s mother, Saraswathi, carried herself with wisdom and grace, bringing these qualities into Elsy's household as a housemaid.


	Elsy, the wife of John Jacob and Sam’s mother, developed severe arthritis in her early 40s, which left her unable to perform even the most basic household chores. Although an Untouchable (Dalit), Saraswathi, whom Elsy affectionately called Sarasu, was like any other member of society to Elsy and was, therefore, good enough for her household work. Although Brahmins generally didn’t eat anything touched by Untouchables at the time, as a Christian, Elsy didn’t have any problem with employing Sarasu to perform their household work. She was Elsy’s most trusted domestic servant and essential help in the kitchen, regardless of her so-called untouchability.


	Sarasu, along with her husband, Balan, and their daughter Devi, lived as vassals in a thatched hut built for them by Elsy and her husband, John Jacob, on their 10-acre coconut and sugarcane farm, which was located adjacent to their beautiful estate on the banks of the Achan Kovil River in Mangalam village. Despite their caste and societal disparities, this close living arrangement fostered a familial bond between the two families.


	Affectionately known as Johnnie, John Jacob inherited the ten-acre verdant farmland from his father upon his passing. Johnnie was a professor at the Protestant Christian Theological Seminary in town and also a part-time farmer. He was independently wealthy, thanks to the income from selling coconuts and sugarcanes on his farm.


	Sarasu's husband, Balan, was a full-time laborer employed by Johnnie for coconut farming. The terms of Balan's employment included daily wages, a rent-free stay in Johnnie's thatched hut on the farm as a vassal in exchange for his assistance with farming, and Sarasu's help with household chores at Johnnie's house. Balan was also allowed to cultivate tapioca (cassava) in the hut's backyard. His duties included trimming and fertilizing the coconut trees, climbing them to pick the hundreds of high-priced coconuts, and collecting and storing them in the shed each month for sale to contractors who came to buy them. This labor relationship, while providing a livelihood, also highlighted the power dynamics and labor exploitation prevalent in Kerala society.


	Despite Johnnie's refusal to sell the coveted waterfront farmland, hospitality industry developers always sought it out. It lay adjacent to the boundary wall of his homestead on the West side, at the banks of the shimmering and mesmerizing Achan Kovil River. During the spring season (Vasant Kalam), his family's long-serving and diligent laborers farmed sugar cane crops for him, as had been historically done for his parents.


	This beautiful farmland, which was a unique nature space enjoyed for generations by Johnnie, his father, grandfather, and now his son, Sam, was home to some 600 high-yielding tall coconut palms with spread-out leaves that crowned the farm, a wide variety of mango trees, and jackfruit trees which were planted by his father decades ago. This farmland's most beautiful and desirable feature was a lagoon, which the seasonally swelling Achan Kovil River naturally formed through eons of erosion from the monsoon seasons at the south side of the property's boundary, where the property met the river.


	Since the property was situated at a 20-foot elevation above the river, when the river swelled from the heavy monsoon rains, the farmland and their estate property, where Johnnie and Elsy resided, never flooded. This was the most desirable feature of this piece of land, coveted by developers.


	The lagoon had crystal-clear water in most seasons, except during the monsoon rains, and it trapped many fish, such as bass, snakeheads, bullheads, and silver catfish, when the river overflowed. It was also home to numerous bullfrogs. The most enchanting and therapeutic melodies of this crispy lagoon were the floating flowers of the incredibly colorful water lilies that rose from the mud at its heart, with perfection and beauty for the orchestration of the choral ensemble of the bullfrogs and the variegated butterflies to frolic in the sun, and the dwarfish guppies to hide from their predators.


	When Johnnie's family went swimming, they entered the river through the mouth of the lagoon. On both sides of the lagoon at its mouth, where it opened to the river, sandy beach-like areas appeared every season due to the receding water. These areas were ideal for sunbathing, simply relaxing, or fishing for clean freshwater fish.


	While Sam was growing up, he and his father, Johnnie, spent many hours together fishing snakeheads, catfish, and freshwater eels down the river. Sam loved swimming and frolicking in the lagoon, relaxing in its private sandy areas, fishing in the river, and simply lying on the sand, enjoying tender coconut juice, mangoes, and freshly cut sweet sugar cane from the farm.


	Although Balan, Sarasu, and Devi were vassals, they were allowed to access the river through the mouth of the lagoon when they went swimming or bathing, but they were not welcome to swim in the lagoon itself. Johnnie had reserved this private area exclusively for his family to swim and fish.


	When Johnnie's family spent leisurely days by the lagoon, they were always enchanted by its beauty and splendor. Balan and Sarasu joined them, serving freshly cut sugarcane, delicious mangoes picked fresh from the trees, and tender coconuts that only Balan knew how to choose.


	Johnnie’s family had created a rustic barbecue area by the lagoon, complete with earthen ovens under a thatched shed for cooking and broiling freshwater eels and catfish. These moments became the fondest and most cherished memories for Sam during his time with family, especially during the Onam harvest festival season. The lagoon's beauty and experiences, like catching adorable tropical guppies in the shallow waters with Devi, were cherished memories from their early childhood and pre-teen years.


	As small children, they were untouched by the diabolical narratives of bigotry or the nuances of caste hatred and class disparity—those invisible yet rigid lines of caste and social separation that defined Sam as an upper-caste boy with privileges and Devi as an impoverished Untouchable (Dalit). Growing up together, they remained unaware of these differences until puberty and adolescence began to reshape their once-genderless interactions.


	Whenever the parents were busy barbecuing fish with Sarasu's assistance, the two kids, Sam and Devi explored the lagoon. Even as a child, Devi had developed a profound intuition of "existential worthlessness" and "material deprivation" that was deeply ingrained in her mind. The profundity of this intuition was too complex for her to articulate but somehow manifested in her actions. She subconsciously seemed to have learned to please her master's son, Sam, by serving him in a manner of servitude.


	She knew how to pick the sweetest and ripest sugar cane as a child, but when she brought it to Sam, peeled it, and served it to him, she did it to please him but never ate a piece herself. But it never occurred to her that, by her birth as an Untouchable lower-caste person, she was polluting Sam when playing with him as a child. To her, both Sam and Devi were like brother and sister.


	Not surprisingly, Sam often gave her a piece of sugar cane or fruit and made her savor it before eating one himself, for some unknown categorical moral imperative built into his mind from early childhood, independent of his other social experiences. But Sam felt happy as a child, unaware of the age-old and well-orchestrated caste narratives.


	Balan, Sarasu, and their daughter, Devi, belonged to one of the oldest and most impoverished Dalit castes on the Malabar Coast. Historically, regardless of their specific caste or tribal identity, all Untouchables were categorized as Dalits, standing outside the Varna system, which was a revered social order defined by a Brahmin-dominated hierarchical caste system.


	In those days, the division of various castes was often based on whether a group was considered "polluting" or "non-polluting." Those castes considered non-polluting were labeled as the "upper castes." They comprised the Brahmins, Kshatriyas, and Vaishyas, three of the four varnas in the traditional Hindu social hierarchy. Shudras, although the fourth caste in the varna system, were considered “lower caste” and associated with menial labor, which led to perceptions of ritual impurity by orthodox standards.


	Beyond the varna hierarchical system were those ‘Untouchables’ who were considered outside of it altogether. Those were people deemed so impure that even their touch or proximity was believed to cause pollution. Such individuals, who were labeled "Untouchables," were later labeled as Dalits (a term historically meant "the broken or oppressed people"). The euphemism "Dalit" evolved as part of a political and social movement aimed at asserting dignity and rights. However, critics of the caste system argued that changing terminology alone would not eliminate entrenched caste-based discrimination. In this sense, some see it as old prejudice in new packaging, an attempt to soften systemic inequality without dismantling its foundations.


	The distinctions between the upper and lower castes were not based on race, skin color, or any genotypic or phenotypic features, as all castes shared a similar genotypic origin and skin color. Instead, they were defined by an irrational spiritual hierarchy within the Brahmin-dominated social order. According to the standards of this religious framework, Untouchables were regarded by the dominant upper castes as impure and polluting to them through contact or proximity. They were, therefore, required to live apart from each other.


	Thus, as devised by upper caste people, the Dalits generally lived on the outskirts of the village, in colonies with other Untouchables, maintaining a safe distance from the higher castes in their daily lives. The upper caste liberally used sacred scriptures to justify this stratification, with the imprimatur of the existing religious establishments, just as the Christians used the Bible to justify slavery in the Americas and apartheid in South Africa.


	In many regions of India, for centuries—dating back over 3000 years—a vast majority of the hundreds of millions of Untouchables lived under the yoke of social and economic bondage, effectively as enslaved people. They performed menial jobs for their brown-skinned masters within a world of "brown-skinned" people.


	However, since the leftist communists came to power in Kerala in the 1950s, their radical political philosophy has changed the social status of the Untouchables to some degree. As a result of the Communist government's sway in Kerala, Dalits no longer had to observe the social rules requiring them to maintain a safe distance from the upper castes. The government relaxed the rules, allowing Dalits to work alongside the dominant castes in close quarters as laborers.


	Still, they were expected to remain a subservient class within Kerala society—a reality acknowledged by Johnnie, a professor of Old and New Testament at the Theological Seminary. He argued that casteism in India was somewhat analogous to slavery in Biblical times and comparable to the enslavement of African people, who, according to specific Biblical interpretations, were believed to bear a curse. These interpretations, held by some modern-day Fundamentalist and Evangelical Christians, claim that the cursed descendants of Ham and his son Canaan were the ancestors of Africans—many of whom, centuries later, were enslaved in America. Johnnie believed that, much like the Africans who were supposedly enslaved due to a Biblical curse, the Untouchables were also scripturally set apart to be subservient, with the endorsement of religious texts.


	This literal Biblical worldview of Sam's father, deeply rooted in the Pentateuch of the Old Testament, challenged Sam's reasoning as he became a rational, critical thinker and a specialized student of Evolutionary Biology. The justification of a pernicious social order embedded in scriptural narratives had been necessary for White slave traders and enslavers in America, as well as for the upper castes in India, to exploit slave labor for their comfort. However, the evils of such religious bigotry troubled Sam deeply, as they conflicted with his deeply ingrained moral imperatives, which were rooted in his Christian faith.


	Furthermore, the American Jim Crow laws, which enforced racial segregation between Whites and African Americans in the Southern states during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, appeared to provide universal moral and scriptural justifications for Kerala Christian scholars and leaders. These justifications helped sustain the marginalization and segregation of Dalits. Specifically, Biblical events and verses commonly used by Christians to justify slavery in America—such as the Law of Moses and the Holiness Code in Leviticus, which allowed the purchase of non-Israelites as property—were cited as justifications for slavery. These scriptural interpretations served as unabashed endorsements of casteism, reinforcing the denial of a moral awakening to caste discrimination among Syrian Christians in Kerala, even for well-meaning, devout Christians like Sam's father, Johnnie.


	The Christians in Kerala were known as ‘Syrian Christians’ (also known as Nasranis) due to their rich, ancient liturgical and apostolic connection to the Jerusalem Church, as well as their later ecclesiastical affiliation with the East Syriac Christian Church (Church of the East), which used the Syriac language in worship.


	The original theological traditions of the Syrian Christians (Nasranis) trace back to the “Mother Church” in Jerusalem, led by James, the brother of Jesus. These traditions were established in India by St. Thomas the Apostle, who was believed to have arrived in Kerala in 52 AD. According to oral history, St. Thomas began evangelizing and converting local Brahmins, which led to the founding of several Christian communities in the region.


	Due to this apostolic connection and the later development of East Syriac church traditions, the Christians of Kerala came to be known as Nasranis. The Syriac term "Nasrani" was derived from the word "Nazarene," which originated from Nazareth. The Nazarenes were the followers of Jesus of Nazareth. In fact, the Syrian Christians do not have any ethnic or ancestral link to Syria apart from their theological and apostolic traditions.


	Influenced by Kerala’s centuries-old cultural traditions and social hierarchy, Syrian Christians who were primarily of Brahmin or upper caste ancestry in the region largely conformed to the prevailing caste system, likely due to the social and economic advantages it offered and to assert status, respectability, and legitimacy in a society predominantly made up of Hindus. As a result, they treated the Untouchables as impure and polluted, as other upper castes, strictly adhering to endogamous practices by avoiding marriage with lower castes. The dominant Syrian Christian denominations in Kerala even forbade their members from marrying Dalits, including those who had converted to Christianity.


	Elsy, Johnnie, and Sam were Protestant Christians and members of the Syrian Christian Church of Malabar Coast (also known as the Church of Malabar Coast). This indigenous Protestant church was part of the One Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church. Known as the "Syrian Christians," this denomination was an offshoot of the ancient Saint Thomas Christian community, established by Saint Thomas, the Apostle of Christ, who arrived on the Malabar Coast in the first century.


	According to legend, through divine intervention, Apostle Thomas founded seven Christian churches along the Malabar Coast, now known as modern-day Kerala. This historical conversion, supported by oral traditions and later archaeological findings, provided evidence of Apostle Thomas's influence in the region. While the Church of Malabar Coast preserved its orthodox teachings, it underwent schisms and reformation over the years, emerging with a liturgy similar to that of the Episcopal Church.


	______________________________


	As expected, Sarasu's daughter, Devi, was not born under the care of a professional gynecologist in a well-equipped hospital. Instead, she came into the world in the most impoverished thatched hut of a poor Untouchable family, assisted by an elderly, untrained midwife who had experience delivering babies for Untouchables. Devi’s identity as an Untouchable was preordained even before birth, and her first cry marked her arrival as, in the eyes of society, an impure and polluting human being. Yet this beautiful baby—whose essence was said to be predetermined before her existence—was an adorable bundle of joy, wrapped in her parents’ love, just like any other child, regardless of caste or creed.


	Her parents named this beautiful child Devika, who later became Devi. Long before attending to the needs of mother and child, Devi's family consulted a Jyolsyan (astrologer) to determine her Zodiac sign and the positions of the Sun, Moon, and planets at the time of her birth and develop a horoscope. The horoscope was essential for predicting future events and challenges in her life. Based on the infant's Zodiac sign, the Jyolsyan—a man who had failed eighth grade but possessed skills in astrology—wrote a Jathakam (horoscope) that foretold the ups and downs of Devi's life.


	When the Jyolsyan analyzed the Natal Chart to write the Jathakam, Devi's parents were shocked to learn that Devi was born under the malefic influence of Mangala (Mars) according to Vedic astrology, which meant she had "Mangala Dosha" (Mars defect). This revelation darkened the joy surrounding her birth, as the position of Mars at that time indicated that Devi was a Manglik, possessing a high level of Mangal Dosha.


	The Jyolsyan cautioned that if Devi married a non-Manglik, it could lead to disastrous consequences, including serious danger or even the early death of her spouse. Although this information was deeply unsettling for her parents, they chose to keep it from Devi until she reached her teenage years.


	When Devi had her first menstrual period, Sarasu explained Jathakam to her. However, like many teenagers, Devi shrugged it off, not fully grasping the seriousness of her horoscope.
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	hen Sam returned to the kitchen after some rest and recovery from the shocking news of Devi’s fiancé’s death, his mother was reading the Bible at the dining table. Elsy read the Bible every late afternoon. By then, Devi had gone, and another maid, substituting for Sarasu, was preparing dinner in the kitchen. Sam sat beside his mother, unwittingly holding a glass of sweet lime juice on the rocks, prepared by the maid, along with some spiced-up trail mix.


	After taking a couple of sips of his drink and waiting for a moment to savor his trail mix, Sam gently interrupted his mother and asked, “Amma, are you almost done with your reading?”


	“Yes, son, I’m almost finished with my reading for today,” she said, folding her well-worn Bible and the latest issue of her favorite magazine, The Upper Room. She turned to him, ready to listen.


	Distraught yet with guarded enthusiasm, Sam inquired about Devi. He reined in his desperation and sadness, pretending not to know anything about Devi’s current situation. Elsy paused momentarily and beckoned Sam into her bedroom to avoid discussing Devi in front of the other nosy maid working in the kitchen.


	“As you know, Devi’s wedding, which we planned to attend tomorrow, is now canceled. Her fiancé had a bachelor’s dinner party with his friends last night. They insisted on taking him home afterward, but he refused, claiming he wasn’t drunk. Tragically, he was riding his motorbike home quite intoxicated and crashed into a boundary wall while speeding, resulting in his instant death,” Elsy explained in the privacy of her bedroom.


	Sam had overheard Devi’s conversation with his mother earlier that day when he walked into the kitchen and found them talking. Still, he acted shocked when he heard the tragic news of Devi’s fiancé’s death from his mother. He pretended not to know anything about Devi’s current personal affairs and reflected on the complicated past and ongoing hardships she had endured.


	“Amma, I’m shocked and deeply saddened. How is Devi? Sadly, I think her poverty, servitude, and the horror of her malefic Jathakam have made her life a living hell. Even as a child, she had to endure the ups and downs of a harsh life. Growing up with her during our pre-teen years gave me some of my fondest memories. It breaks my heart to hear her sobbing like a child. I’m so sorry for walking in on your private conversation,” Sam said softly, his tone heavy with sorrow.


	“That’s okay, son! She is heartbroken that the dreams of her wedding, which would have been a sure ticket out of her poverty, are now quashed. But she will recover with time. Whenever Devi was distressed, she felt comfortable approaching me to confide in me. I tried my best to console her and convince her that he suffered an accident and was killed because he was drunk. I also told her to reason and disregard the superstitions and the irrational, baneful effects of her astrology as foretold in her Jathakam,” said Elsy.


	Sam shook his head and sighed. “I’m glad you comforted her and tried to reason with her,” he said.


	“But her experience proved otherwise, and now Devi seems all the more convinced of the harmful effects of her horoscope—especially because of the self-fulfilling, malefic spell she believes she just suffered through the tragic death of her fiancé. No matter how educated or rational we’re, my intuition tells me that humans are more often driven by cultural traditions and emotions than by reason,” Elsy added.


	“This tragedy that struck her so suddenly may have reinforced her credulity and her eagerness to trust her horoscope unconditionally—and the falsehood written by some loser Jyolsyan in her Jathakam,” said Sam, frustrated.


	“As you probably heard, Devi’s foiled marriage was arranged, although the boy studied with her in her pre-degree (two-year) program at college. She knew him only as a classmate, and they weren’t in love! He was also a Dalit boy from her community, and because of his status as a minority, he got employment with the state government as an Excise Officer with a lucrative salary and got rich quickly from the kickbacks he received from the bootleggers,” said Elsy.


	Although Sam learned this information from a private conversation he had with Devi during their encounter at the bus depot many weeks ago, he stayed tight-lipped and pretended to be surprised to avoid raising his mother's suspicions.


	"I see! So, even though they were classmates, they weren't in love," Sam wanted to confirm.


	"Her Dalit classmate wanted to marry Devi once he achieved success because she was a stunningly beautiful and intelligent girl from his community. It’s hard to deny that many would desire to marry her, given her remarkable looks and great intellect. If we disregard the superstitious social stigma attached to her unfortunate horoscope and her status as a Dalit of untouchable origin that preceded her very existence—stemming from the age-old cultural and religious traditions of the dominant castes—Devi emerges as a classy and exquisitely attractive woman, more so than many so-called privileged daughters of the upper castes,” Elsy said.


	“That’s absolutely correct, Amma! I agree that Devi is a beautiful woman. Unfortunately, her caste status as a Dalit and her seemingly superstitious and bogus Mangal Dosha, along with the bad reputation stemming from her recent tragedy, will all drive other men in our village away from her. Defining her essence or worth by affixing such labels long before she even began to live her life renders her existence meaningless and leads us to question the validity of all values, deeming them baseless. This may ultimately push her to be pessimistic and nihilistic toward life itself,” said Sam, with his face flushed.


	“Devi told me that the boy directly went and asked for her hand in marriage through her parents. Her parents had forewarned him that she was a Manglik, born with a high Mangal Dosha, and the malefic curse that would result if she married a non-Manglik boy. As a radical leftist, he didn’t care, pooh-poohed her horoscope, and told them he was an atheist and did not believe in such irrational and meaningless superstitions,” said Elsy.


	"Wow! I would do the same, even though I'm not an atheist. He seemed quite resolute, didn't he?" said Sam.


	"Devi is heartbroken and filled with guilt now because, deep down, she believes this tragedy happened to her fiancé because of her Mangal Dosha. As you mentioned, this unfortunate event leaves her with a negative reputation in the community, warning potential suitors to stay away from her," added Elsy.


	“How are Devi and her parents managing financially after the canceled wedding and related expenses?” asked Sam.


	“They are doing okay, but they are grief-stricken. The boy had arranged everything and had already paid for the entire wedding. He didn’t ask for any dowry or request any wedding expenses from her parents. Initially, Devi did not consent to the marriage proposal because she had heard from her friends that he drank a lot. However, her parents persuaded her, believing that he would change after their marriage,” said Elsy.


	“Amma, I would like to visit them if that’s okay,” said Sam.


	“Well, that’s not necessary, son. But if you happen to see her, you can always let her know your sympathy and concern,” Elsy replied.


	Elsy knew that, even though Devi was an untouchable Dalit girl, Sam liked her as his childhood friend, and their friendship was not colored or tainted by any social stigma. Sam’s mother was reassured that Devi was almost two years older than Sam, so it was not customary and unlikely for Devi and Sam to develop romantic feelings for each other. Since Devi was older than him, she was like his older sister, whom he never had when they were growing up, and she became his protector when they played in the backyard or around the lagoon.


	Because of the cultural traditions and practices of the region, and to a great extent, due to the religious traditions of the Syrian Christians, no boy rooted deeply in their spiritual values and traditions, under normal conditions, would desire a romantic relationship with someone older than him before marriage or even dare to marry a girl two years older, let alone an Untouchable Manglik girl with the specter of Mangal Dosha (Mangala Dosha or Mangal Dosh).


	Elsy and Johnnie believed that Sam was intuitively aware of the tricky situation they had found themselves in. At the same time, they recognized that Devi was the most enticing “forbidden fruit” in their metaphorical Garden of Eden. For Sam, eating this fruit metaphorically meant succumbing to temptation and disobeying both God and his cultural and religious traditions. But for Devi, engaging in a romantic affair with Sam meant eating the forbidden fruit in her own paradise—a choice that would lead to complete ruin. Still, Elsy pushed aside any concerns about Sam developing self-destructive romantic feelings for Devi, burying those thoughts in the darkest corners of her heart.


	________________________________


	Sam was a voracious reader with a powerful memory. In addition to being a biology major, he was also a student of philosophy and religion. He was passionately interested in applying and validating the scientific facts he learned as an evolutionary biology student against the metaphysical aspects of his untenable Christian faith exclusively in light of his empirical understanding of this world. So, Johnnie and Elsy became increasingly concerned about their son’s growing skepticism and irreligious worldview, which he had honed over the years. Ever since he completed his postgraduate studies and started working on his master’s thesis research in Evolutionary Biology, he had become a Secular Humanist and took pride in being intellectually honest about it.


	By the time Sam completed his undergraduate degree, he had read the Holy Bible several times. He became very familiar with the scriptural details and its many scholarly exegeses. As the son of a theological professor of the Old and New Testaments at the Christian seminary, Sam had easy access to theological and philosophical books that his father used at home. Naturally, he developed an interest in it. Consequently, it was Sam’s favorite pastime to flip through the theological and philosophical books stacked up by his father in their small home library.


	From Johnnie’s conversations with Sam, he had noticed early on that Sam had an uncanny ability to comprehend and synthesize large volumes of philosophical and theological material, creating unique ideas, insights, and concepts. He drew upon such ideas, insights, and profound theological understanding—gathered from his readings in disciplines like theology and philosophy—in light of his breadth and depth of knowledge in Evolutionary Biology to synthesize a "phenomenal reality," apart from the apologetics of his father and the belief system of his faith community.


	As a devout Christian, his father, Johnnie, on the other hand, was a firm believer in the inerrancy of scripture and truly believed that the Bible was the accurate word of God. There was no doubt that Johnnie was an apologist who defended the divinity and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He also firmly believed that Jesus was the Messiah who was sent to redeem humanity from sin. However, as a professor of the Bible at the seminary, he was also aware, from his research and scholarship, that many of the books in the Bible were considered pseudepigrapha since their authors were unknown.


	On the other hand, Sam held the view that not only some of the gospels and books of the Bible were pseudepigrapha, but they were also inconsistent, error-ridden due to translation and scribal mistakes, incoherent, and filled with falsities in the light of modern science.


	Sam had many discussions with Johnnie about the authenticity and inerrancy of scripture, given the archaeological findings, its historicity, and modern scholarship. He also had many lengthy conversations with his father about the veracity of the scriptural stories in light of scholarly and modern-day archaeological findings. Although Johnnie acknowledged Sam’s understanding and unique perspectives, he still defended sacred scripture and his Christian faith. At times, the intellectual dishonesty of his father greatly troubled Sam.


	After successfully completing his comprehensive exams and earning his master’s degree, Sam planned to seek a position as a Junior Lecturer at a college while also pursuing a doctoral degree to further his research in Evolutionary Biology. However, his father grew increasingly concerned. He feared that advanced education in Evolutionary Biology and Sam's commitment to the objective pursuit of truth might undermine his religious beliefs and deepen his skepticism. Johnnie was worried that the conflict between science and faith that Sam would face, as both a skeptic and a scientist, could ultimately shape his beliefs and lead him to become an agnostic.


	_____________________________


	When Sam pensively remained at the dining table, immersed in his thoughts, his mother stared at him. She knew that he was lost in some intellectual self-talk. So, she asked, “Son, how are you doing with your exam preparation?” She simply asked to shake him out of his thoughts, although she was fully confident that he was ahead of the game.


	“I’m doing well and will be ready to take the exam next week,” replied Sam confidently.


	He hugged his mother and returned to his room, feeling a deep sense of sadness and unease about something within him regarding Devi. He was consumed by lingering, passionate thoughts of their secret romantic relationship, which at times felt one-sided because Devi was more aware of the dangers that such a forbidden love posed to her and her family. When she agreed to marry her classmate, who tragically lost his life in the motorbike accident the previous night, Sam was distraught and believed he had lost Devi forever.


	After returning to his room, Sam sat at his desk and attempted to resume preparing for his exam. But Devi filled his mind, and his heart was filled with new hopes and strong determination. Sam slipped into a stream of consciousness about his failed romantic attempts to fall in love with Devi. But he was hurt that Devi, acting like an older sister to him, rejected all his overtures for fear of the dangers inherent in such an unseemly and forbidden relationship.


	Sam’s crush on Devi began when he was a teenager in the 10th grade, and Devi was in her 12th…


	That afternoon, Sam was fishing at the river by the lagoon when Devi was taking a bath at the river a few yards away from him in a secluded area, but partially in his view from a distance. He noticed that she was an excellent swimmer, even against the strong water currents. Sam had never had a similar occasion to see and admire Devi’s gorgeous looks and her slender, supple, sculpted, fully-developed body as a woman. She was well endowed with big breasts and a very sexy physique.


	After her bath, when she walked by his side, he was so physically attracted to Devi’s flawless and beautiful stature that he could not take his eyes off her. For the first time in her life, Devi felt shy in the presence of her childhood friend, who had an admiring gaze, so she quickly pulled her bath towel tightly over her bosom to cover herself entirely and walked past him quickly.


	Suddenly, they both experienced an intense emotional high and an undeniable mutual attraction that drew them closer for the first time in their lives. The golden rays of the setting sun reflected off Devi, creating a stunning silhouette against the lagoon’s green water. This moment evoked a sense of ethereal magic, reminding him of the promise of a new day. Neither of them had ever felt this kind of attraction before in their entire lives.


	Sam fondly recalled another cherished moment like this from his past…


	One day, he was walking around the field near Devi's home while the workers were harvesting sugar cane. In the distance, he could hear Devi singing a Christian hymn beautifully. She may have learned the song while assisting his mother with the Bible Study group's retreat a few weeks earlier. Sam was captivated by her mesmerizing, crisp voice. He was so emotionally moved by her singing that day that he yearned to hear more of her melodies.


	When Sam saw her another day while walking through the sugarcane fields near her home, he called out to her, “Devi, the other day, I was walking by your house, and I heard you singing a Christian hymn in the fields. You have such a melodious voice—you sang so beautifully, dear,” Sam said, gazing at her.


	“Sam! I don’t sing that well,” she replied modestly, then ran off.


	As an Untouchable, she felt guilty even for singing, as though joy or expression through music were forbidden—some unwritten rule she dared not break. But the song lingered in Sam’s ears, and he found himself wanting to hear her voice again and again.


	He often walked around her thatched hut, pretending to tend to the crops for his father, all the while hoping to hear her sing again. Unfortunately, she had stopped singing.


	One day, he bravely told his childhood friend that he wanted to hear her voice once more. That day, he encouraged her to walk with him to the lagoon, to sing and spend some time there, just like they did in their childhood. Devi felt uncertain about it, but he insisted, and she reluctantly agreed to go to the lagoon with him.


	"Sam Kunju, our parents will get angry if they see us together here," said Devi. She called him Sam Kunju (baby) with the utmost respect and as a person living in servitude.


	"Why? You’re my older sister! Aren't you? Did we do anything wrong?" asked Sam.


	"Yes, please remember that we’re not small children anymore. We’re teenagers growing up—a boy and a girl. Furthermore, I’m an Untouchable girl, while you belong to a higher caste: a Christian. I shouldn’t be in your presence or talking to you in private. My life is destined for servitude to our master’s son," said Devi.


	Devi had matured beyond her years. At 17, she looked like a voluptuous young woman, while Sam was a nearly 16-year-old boy. Though they seemed unlikely playmates now, they often met at the lagoon.
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