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i n t r o d u c t i o n

This book

Like a number of my decisions in life, writing a book was not something 
I had ever planned or even thought I was capable of doing. I lack the 
imagination to be a fiction writer, but I discovered during my working 
years that I enjoy writing and can bring concepts and stories to life 
with my words. 

If someone had asked me as an 18-year-old to write down what I 
thought I would be doing 30 years later, I doubt I would have got 
even a single thing right. That is what makes life so interesting. Few 
of us can ever really predict our own future, let alone someone else’s. 

Our lives are full of Sliding Door moments, like in the movie where 
we are shown two alternate developments in the character’s life, 
depending on whether she caught the tube home one day or missed 
it. Years of planning and preparation can sometimes seem a waste if 
they do not result in the outcome we had hoped for. My experience 
tells me that almost nothing we do is ever a waste if it teaches us 
something new or makes us stronger. 

This book explores the stories of 32 women and one man in different 
stages of their lives, providing the reader with a broad spectrum 
of backgrounds, aspirations and achievements. I wanted to hear 
their back story: what their early experiences were, what it was like 



2

growing up, what motivated them, who they turned to for support 
and encouragement, their life’s vision, the lessons they learnt and 
the advice they had for others.

A number of those I approached were known to me. Others were 
recommended by friends or had approached me because they felt 
my project chimed with them. Many of the women I interviewed for 
this book were speaking to me for the very first time. I wanted them 
to feel at ease and open up in a way that felt right to them. I am 
grateful for the trust they placed in me and I hope I have done justice 
to their stories. 

Some of the ladies in this book have already ‘arrived’ at the place 
they want to be, others are still finding their way, and still others are 
on their second or third journey. For this reason, not every story will 
flow the same. I hope the personalities of these individual women 
will shine through their words and my narration of their stories. Some 
were open and chatty, while others left more to the imagination, but 
proved no less insightful for their reticence.

My own story focuses on the early years and the time after I quit my 
job, and less about my time in work. At first, it was not my intention 
to include my story at all, but then I realised that without it the reader 
might find it harder to understand my motivation for writing this book 
and the conclusions at the end.

It took exactly three months, from the very first interview to the first 
draft of the book being finished. I decided not to plan the structure 
of the book or place the ladies into any predetermined buckets 
before I had spoken to every one of them, got their approval on 
how I intended to tell their story, and read every one of the stories in 
alphabetical order.   

Their stories of resilience, compassion and courage tell us that there 
is nothing in this world that stops us from discovering the person we 
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are meant to be, or from becoming the person we want to be, even if 
it takes us an entire lifetime to get there. This is the kind of self-help 
book that enables you to look at your own life through the prism of 
someone else’s experience. 

You may relate to the places that the protagonists in this book found 
themselves in during various points in their lives, and draw parallels 
with your own situation.  

You could learn from their mistakes, understanding full well that it 
won’t stop you from making your own. You will learn that making 
mistakes and failure are all part of a learning process that never ends. 

You may be in an unhappy place, too afraid of the unknown to 
make a change or walk away from things that are making you sad. 
You are not alone. Others have been there too and found that the 
“unknown” is not such a bad place, once you get there. But it needs 
courage and a certain mindset to take that first step. You could draw 
inspiration from their journey.  

I also hope this book will shine a light on the subject of women’s 
contribution to society and economic growth. It is often less visible, 
can be intangible and is therefore frequently underappreciated. 
Women will always play the role of nurturers and playmakers from 
the shadows, enjoying none of the glory. Just because they don’t get 
paid or receive any formal recognition for their role should not stop 
us from recognising their worth.  

Most of all, this book aims to help us see why this world needs 
both men and women. We each have a role to play. Women’s 
empowerment is not about having to prove that we are equal to 
men, or better than them. It has everything to do with understanding, 
accepting and celebrating who we are, what makes us different, 
how we complement each other, and ultimately how best we can 
contribute to this world in our own unique way.
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Amrita and Bindu started The Little Company, a professional childcare 
company that they successfully nurtured and grew over a 13-year period 

before selling it to a competitor.

Amrita and Bindu were friends long before they decided to go into 
business together. Amrita’s first job on the completion of an MBA 
was to work in corporate communications at the EXIM Bank in India. 
From there she changed course to join a friend who had her own 
home furnishings business, making and exporting goods worldwide. 
She loved the work and enjoyed the travel that came with it.

Bindu qualified as a Chemical Engineer from BITS Pilani. She spent 
eight years working for Bharat Petroleum “in a very technical role”. It 
was not a job that she particularly enjoyed but it suited her in many 
other ways. 

The A-ha! moment 

In 2001, both Amrita and Bindu were pregnant, each with their 
first child. Bindu decided motherhood was the perfect time to quit 
her job and become a full-time mum, at least until she had figured 
out what to do next. Amrita tells me how, like a number of Indian 
career women, she had hoped her parents or in-laws would be at 
hand to help with the baby, so that she could go back to work as 
before. That was not to be, as both sets of grandparents had busy 
lives themselves and were not free to provide the kind of full-time 
childcare she needed for this to happen. 

Once Amrita and Bindu had given birth to their children, they found 
their options were limited by the fact that there was no professional 
childcare available. Neither was content to just stay at home, 
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especially as both had enjoyed successful corporate careers until 
then. They realised that they were not alone; most women found 
themselves unable to go back to work unless they had full-time 
support from close family.  

The provision of professional and good quality childcare for mothers 
who worked or just wanted a break was very limited in India. The 
seeds of entrepreneurship that had been sown some years ago in 
Amrita’s mind now blossomed into the idea of The Little Company, a 
childcare facility for working mothers. 

Market Research

Amrita and Bindu travelled to a number of Indian cities, as well 
as Singapore and the UK, to learn how childcare was done on a 
professional basis. They informally spoke to friends and family, 
especially mothers with young children who had previously worked, 
to gauge interest. The response was very encouraging and they 
decided to go ahead and set up a daycare facility.  

They acquired premises and some fittings from a woman who had 
been running a daycare centre but wanted to move on to something 
else. The two played to their respective strengths, dividing up the 
responsibilities so that Amrita, the more outgoing one of the two, 
took on the marketing and business development role, whilst Bindu 
got herself qualifications in childcare management and assumed the 
operational responsibilities.

When their children’s daycare centre opened, they had exactly three 
children in their care – two of which were their own! The friends and 
family who had been so supportive of the idea did not go as far as 
sending their own children to be cared for at their facility. It was an 
early lesson that made them realise you cannot rely on friends and 
family to get your business going.
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Marketing on a shoestring budget

Despite having just one paying customer, they knew there was a vast 
unmet demand for the kind of service they were offering. They simply 
needed to get the message out there and ensure they could offer 
the best possible care, so eventually word of mouth would bring in 
new customers.

Amrita would stand at the traffic lights and in parks in Mumbai: places 
where there would be mothers with their young children. She would 
hand out leaflets and talk to mothers about TLC. She also regularly 
attended seminars and conferences where, aside from it being an 
opportunity to learn and network, she would ask questions in order 
to introduce herself and make people in the audience aware of TLC.  

The daycare centre became a place where mums (not just those 
whose were customers) could come and talk about their concerns 
and share stories with other mothers. Amrita and Bindu regularly 
invited experts to talk on specific subjects that related to mothers’ or 
children’s health and wellbeing. These were all offered for free and 
to anyone who wanted to attend.  

Before long, TLC began to be viewed as thought leaders with regular 
write-ups, despite spending hardly anything at all on advertising or 
public relations. The goodwill and awareness they had created by 
offering mothers an opportunity to communicate with other mothers, 
long before the Internet and rise of social media, translated into 
inquiries and paying customers.
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Initial funding and investment

Amrita and Bindu started the business with their own savings, all of 
which went into building the infrastructure of the first daycare centre. 
The day-to-day finances were managed like they would their own 
household budget. They focused their spending on things that really 
mattered: employees, training and a level of care they would want 
for their own children.  

The equipment available in India was not of the desired quality or 
specifications, so they had to import the kit at a higher cost. Both 
were sticklers for doing things right, even if it involved a greater initial 
investment. Everything was clearly documented and operational 
processes were streamlined. This attention to detail enabled them 
to get an ISO certification that later opened more doors, especially 
amongst corporate customers.

Growing pains

The business was cash flow positive after the first three months. They 
were always careful to ensure their employees were paid on time, even 
if it meant neither of them earned a salary in the early years. And even 
when they did, it was not commensurate with what it might have been 
had they pursued the corporate careers they had prior to motherhood. 
Over a 13-year period, TLC grew from one centre to 13 and employed 
180 people before it was eventually sold to a competitor firm.

What was it was like in the early years when customers were slow to 
come and money was tight? “Both Bindu and I had very supportive 
husbands who gave us the freedom to do what we needed to do for 
the business without worrying about the money. Bindu and I had a 
very clear understanding. She managed the centre and its operations; 
I was the communicator. And we did not feel like we were making 
much of a sacrifice because we would have been taking care of our 
children anyway.”  
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Having their own children at the daycare centre helped Bindu and 
Amrita gain real insight into what was needed to cater to the growing 
and changing needs of the children in their care. Listening to the 
needs of the parents also influenced their business offering in terms 
of the age group of the intake and the after-school extra-curricular 
activities for older children.

In terms of hiring, they were very clear about what kind of person 
they wanted to work for them. “How you train your employees and 
how you treat them is very important because it will show in how 
they come across to the children and to their parents, ” says Bindu. 
The most important qualities they sought in a potential employee 
were a willingness to learn, empathise with the children in their 
care and the ability to cope with a demanding schedule. They were 
trained in house so that they understood the procedures and culture 
of the organisation. 

Once business grew to a certain size, it became necessary to put 
in some minimum requirements and clear recruitment procedures. 
The underlying vision and tone of the business that had been set 
by Amrita and Bindu from day one remained in place even as the 
business grew.  

TLC’s employees loved their jobs and were fiercely loyal, even 
resisting attempts by some parents to poach them. In the early days 
when they were just starting out they employed other mothers who 
wanted to work in a place where their child could also be taken care 
of. The women who worked for TLC felt empowered by being able 
to work in an environment that felt natural and safe to them. In some 
cases, this was their first experience of earning an independent living.

Having a mentor within the business, someone who had seen it all 
before and loved working with children, also helped. Bindu tells me 
about Meera Khurana, a lady they had been introduced to at the 
very beginning of their business venture. She already had almost 30 
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years of experience working in childcare, as well as a background 
in psychology. She joined TLC in their second year and played a 
major role in the design of the curriculum. Affectionately referred 
to as Mother Hen, Meera was instrumental in reinforcing the need 
for everyone working in their daycare centres to follow strong value 
systems. Even after the sale of TLC, she has continued to work with 
the organisation, providing welcome continuity.

Pricing of services

How did they decide what the right charge was when there was no 
real benchmark price for this service in the Indian market? “In the 
early days we would charge as much as it would cost us to pay for 
the staff who worked for us,” recalls Amrita. 

Three years into the business they had come to realise that they 
were grossly undercharging for their services. Increasing prices was 
a necessary move if they were to make a profit, so that the money 
could be invested back into growing the business. They decided to 
introduce an increase that meant prices would double overnight. 
To their pleasant surprise, not a single parent left, which was a clear 
indication of how much they valued what TLC was doing for them. 

Customer Satisfaction and Feedback

The partnership with parents is another key building block to 
running a successful daycare centre. TLC had an open door policy 
for parents, which meant they were welcome to visit any time 
they wanted. Mothers’ Club on weekends was a forum for mums 
to come together, share experiences and make suggestions. For 
instance, one of the mums asked if they could create a daily report 
of each child’s activities. They willingly embraced this at first, but 
soon discovered it was a lot of work and quite a challenge to find 
teachers who could express themselves in good written English. 
The initiative remained but they reduced the frequency of reporting 
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to once a quarter. Bindu remembers how much parents and other 
extended family cherished these reports that beautifully laid out 
their child’s progress over time. 

Bindu also recalls occasions when family members, often the 
grandparent of a child in their care, would come along and spend 
time with the children at the daycare centre. It was a lovely initiative 
that made them feel closer to their grandchild’s life and provided 
an opportunity for them to share a talent with the children, such as 
telling a story or singing.

The beginning of the end

They were in their fourth year when Bindu made the difficult decision 
to move to London and accompany her husband, whose job was 
taking him there. At this point, the centre was thriving with about 70 
children in their care and about 15 women employed by them. They 
had also just won a contract to open a second centre in a different 
part of Mumbai.  

Amrita recalls this as a dark time for her personally. Bindu had always 
been at the heart of the running of the business and the division of 
roles worked beautifully. Bindu was expecting to be away for four 
years, and although she extended all the support she could from 
London, it was no substitute for her presence on the ground.  

They had to choose between closing the business down or taking 
on a third partner who would support Amrita in Bindu’s absence. 
Bindu continued to support the business remotely from her home in 
England, using her time there to learn more about best practice in 
childcare. She enrolled her son into a daycare centre, even though 
she was at home, to get more direct exposure of how they functioned. 
She hoped that her time spent researching and learning would help 
their business back in India.
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Did Amrita feel like throwing in the towel at any point? She admits 
that she sometimes wondered if she could carry on after Bindu left. 
But what kept her going was the knowledge that people depended 
on TLC for the care of their children and for their livelihood. The 
bond with Bindu and the relationships that Amrita had built up with 
the people she worked with, who stayed with her to the end, were 
also sources of strength. “I can’t understand people who say don’t do 
business with friends. What kept TLC going was the deep friendship 
between Bindu and me.” 

At the time when Bindu was still in London, Amrita had come to 
realise that if the business was to grow sustainably, it needed to 
do so independently of their presence. She was convinced it had 
significant potential but she could not simultaneously manage the 
operations and focus on growth.  

The combination of Bindu’s move to London and their growth 
dilemma led them to consider taking on a third partner who had been 
recommended to them as a suitable candidate. The new partner, 
who was picked for his business development experience, was not 
previously known to either of them. His role was to help kick start the 
growth and expand their presence across the country beyond the 
four centres they had open at the time.  

Not long after this addition was made to the team, in the aftermath 
of the financial crisis in the West, Bindu returned to India with her 
family and back into the TLC fold. Now there were three partners in 
the business and it was becoming apparent that their new partner 
had ambitions for the business that were at odds with Amrita’s and 
Bindu’s aspirations.  
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Exit from the business

Amrita and Bindu had grown their business entirely organically, i.e., 
without taking on debt finance or getting external investors in to help 
fuel growth. They realised that the business had reached “saturation 
point” and would need external funding to grow.

Bindu and Amrita are both firm believers in a personalised approach 
to business, but this became harder for them to maintain as the 
number of centres grew across different cities in India. They never 
seriously considered the idea of franchising their business for fear of 
losing that personal connection. They also enjoyed a strong loyalty 
from their employees, something they felt was not easy to replicate 
in a franchise model. 

By 2013, they decided that it was time to find a buyer for the business, 
someone who would be able to finance faster growth. Amrita tells 
me the sale was not about the money or about finding the highest 
bidder. Having built the business from scratch, with a strong culture 
which put children first, they wanted to ensure that whoever bought 
it would carry on running the business as they had done. Amrita met 
the people who ran the business several times to ensure they had 
similar value systems to the ones at TLC. 

They eventually sold TLC to their biggest competitor in India who 
operated on a slightly different model. It was the closest match to 
TLC in terms of culture.  However, once it was sold they chose not to 
remain involved in the business. 

Bindu is currently doing a teachers training course on Mindfulness: 
a way of life that focuses on the present rather than the past. Amrita 
currently works at a firm that does leadership coaching. 
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Lessons learnt and advice

•	 Only do business with people you enjoy being with and 
spending time with –going to work should not be stressful

•	 Don’t be afraid to grow your business on your own terms

•	 You must always strive to do better and evolve. Your 
clients and employees will respect you for that

•	 Treat all employees with respect

•	 Your personal warmth needs to come from within

•	 Be open-minded to receiving new information, that’s how 
you learn and grow

•	 At the end of the day, what matters is how you execute 
your ideas

“For two people to do business 
together, they either need to be on 

the same wavelength or complement 
each other. If those ingredients are 
missing, then managing personal 

conflicts and egos will take priority 
over managing the business.”   






