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Praise for the book

'The foundational stories in Suchitra Shenoy’s book of intertwined tales are about love and irrational courage. The stories also touch intriguingly on religion(s), on Indian society, and on the running of organizations. You will read the book quickly, love it deeply, and not forget it.' – RAJMOHAN GANDHI, author and historian

'From the foothills of the Himalayas to the classrooms of Latika, this is a deeply moving account of how one child inspired thousands to believe in a better, kinder world. Warm, wise and tender, Suchitra Shenoy tells a story that will stay with you long after the final 
page.' – DUVVURI SUBBARAO, Governor, 2008–2013, the Reserve Bank of India
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For Moy Moy–

Look at what you made possible
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Here’s Someone I’d Like You to Meet

A woman from a remote village in the Himalayas is winding her way down to the city below in a crowded bus. She goes into labour and gives birth on the side of the road. The baby, born twelve weeks premature, is her thirteenth child.

The baby girl is adopted by an American woman, Jo McGowan and her Indian husband, Ravi Chopra. They already have two children and not much money. What they have are huge hearts. As Jo says, ‘The baby, miraculously, against all odds, came into our lives and changed everything. She wasn’t meant to survive, but she did.’1 

They name the baby Uma (after the goddess Parvati, the daughter of the Himalayas), and affectionately call her Moy Moy (after Jo’s sister).



Moy Moy, cheerful, sunny and engaging, has, it turns out, certain disabilities. At four, she’s diagnosed with cerebral palsy and they learn much later, a seizure disorder. As Moy Moy’s disorder progresses, she loses her ability to talk, walk, and even eat.2 She lives as a quadriplegic, wheelchair-bound and silent. But this is not a story about misery. In caring for Moy Moy, Jo and Ravi create an entire loving community. ‘Moy Moy was our centre,’ says Jo. ‘We built our world around her and everything radiated from there.’3

A part of that community is Latika. What started out as a play centre for Moy Moy and her siblings has transformed into a multi-service organization, a world of wonder and appropriate care for hundreds of families who desperately need it.

Situated at the base of the mighty Himalayas, the city of Dehradun is, by Indian mega-city standards, charming. It’s where bureaucrats from Delhi retire to. It has a significant military presence, and is home to India’s premier institute for wildlife research. A city where people know each other, nodding as you pass. Where the call of the vegetable seller or the raddi-wallah, still rings out as they push their carts on meandering lanes. Where your local grocery store sells not just potatoes and candy but also underwear. In 2000, Dehradun became the capital of the newly created state of Uttarakhand, and went, as someone drily put it, from one traffic light on the main road 
to two.

In Dehradun is Vasant Vihar, a housing community with wide roads, new mansions, old bungalows and tall trees. A large white house has a board with children’s building-blocks tumbling around a name. You have reached Latika. Asha at the gate greets you, and confidently points you in the right direction. As you take a tour, two things leap out: how cheerful the people are, and how interlinked the services provided are. Latika gives love, support, insight and joy to children with disabilities, all through services undergirded by academic and scientific rigour. If you are a child with autism, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, or developmental delays and live in Dehradun, then Latika is the place for you. You could drive up in a Mercedes-Benz, or step down from a crowded public bus: the gates of Latika are open to all.

Tom Kegelman, a friend of Ravi and Jo’s from their early marching-for-peace days in the United States, laughs and says, ‘In some ways their setting up a school to share with others, what they did for Moy, is totally natural; in other ways, it is magical.’4
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This is a remarkable story hidden in plain sight.



An estimated 71 million children in India live with disabilities.5 Sheila Josephine Chopra McGowan, known to all as Jo, seeks, through Latika, her organization, to make a better world for them.  Neelam Rawat, whose child with Down syndrome attends Latika, says, ‘My village is full of children with special needs – some have two in the family. There is no help, no knowledge. They are ignored. The local government school will not take the kids. Nobody plays with them. They are left in the house, in a room alone. It is so bad.’6

Latika has a strong calling to serve others. It transforms lives – of those who show up at its door for help and of those who help them. Its employees are mostly young women from impoverished backgrounds who are trained and mentored for skilled and well-paying jobs. Latika meets the needs of children with disabilities not with discipline, but with love. Not with ignorance but with skilled, trained knowledge, and not from a sense of duty but with delight. Its approach holds lessons for us all.

Numbers don’t convey the magic and power of what Moy Moy inspired, but they help: By 2025, Latika offers everything from assessments and early intervention, education and therapy, to vocational training and advocacy, thus also providing meaningful jobs to 132 adults. In its twenty-five years of operations, more than 5,500 children have been assessed, taught and helped and around 4,000 professionals and more than 14,200 family members trained.7

Because of Moy Moy, because of Jo, thousands of people have a better understanding of the meaning of ‘disability’. It is no small thing.
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One learns a lot about leadership style and from talking to those who are at the bottom of an organization’s hierarchy. Ashok Mamgain drives a school van at Latika. When he first joined, he was shocked to have Jo, the founder, sharing her lunch or a freshly baked cake with him. He says, ‘What is inside Jo didi, is outside. She has never discriminated.’8

Ashok is known for his thoroughness. On the day we met, his son had broken an arm. Knowing he’d taken the day off to go to the hospital, we called to move the interview. When Ashok answered his phone, he was already at the Latika office. He made a ninety-minute round-trip for a short interview that had nothing to do with his job, on his day off, when his son was injured. You cannot buy that kind of commitment, or create it overnight.

There is a river of good cheer in all that Latika does, which is rarely seen in the working world of disabilities. There is also a belief in something deeper. Jo says, ‘Whenever… the way looks dark and the task seems impossible, we think of the child whose whole existence has been a series of impossibilities and we realize… that all things are possible with faith, love and the willingness to leap into the unknown. Just leap. The net will appear.’9

Here is the joyous, obstacle-filled, incredible story of that leap.
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Garam Chai, Anyone?

‘I had never seen or worked with special children before. I used to think they were angry and weird. They hit people. Moy Moy changed my thinking completely,’ says Harikala (Hema) Sharma. Her face lights up when talking about Jo and Moy, ‘Jo didi gives so much love. Treats me like her own daughter.’

At Latika’s all-staff annual meeting, the formal presentations given by each team take place over a day and a half. The final afternoon is given over to masti – pure, silly fun. The staff put on skits, songs, and a fashion show. Each unit within the organization tries to upstage the other: competition and camaraderie tightly interlaced. Whose Bollywood dancing is the most outrageous? Who can make the audience laugh the most? One year, as the programme began to wind down, a seven-year-old visitor, transfixed by the performances, turned to her mother and whispered, ‘Ammi, Hema Aunty is in everything.’

She was right. Despite the internal competition on stage, it turned out that Hema had worked in, was currently at, or was ‘helping out’ pretty much every part of Latika.

Hema and her husband, Rajesh, are a Latika couple through and through – both work there. They used to live behind Latika’s Centre for Vocational Training, and Hema was one of Moy’s first caregivers.

Hema is of Nepali origin and was raised in Dehradun. ‘My mother cleaned the house of the Forest Research Institute’s director, so I grew up there,’ she says. ‘My father struggled for a long time to get a job. It was very tough.’10 To help her parents, Hema looked for a job as soon as she finished school. She ended up at Jo and Ravi’s house through word-of-mouth. As Moy Moy’s caregiver, Hema became very close to Jo. The closeness was a safety net that held Hema when she needed it the most.

Hema’s marriage was arranged to a Nepali man, found through the usual complex web of language, religion, caste and sub-caste. A wedding date was set, expensive clothes bought, ornate invitation cards printed. ‘Then the police caught him,’ Hema says. ‘It was for a rape case.’11 Her parents, feeling immense societal pressure, wanted to go ahead with the wedding: it was a matter of honour.

‘Jo didi realized that I was very sad and asked what happened,’ recalls Hema. When Hema poured her heart out, Jo shored her up, pointing out that Hema was over eighteen years old and therefore legally independent. She could not be forced to marry. ‘She gave me the strength to stand up to my parents and say, “No,”’ says Hema. ‘There were so many arguments…’12 

Jo and Ravi intervened. They spoke to both the families. The groom’s side had given 10,000 rupees towards expenses incurred. How were Hema’s family, barely scraping by, to pay them back? Ravi, anticipating something like this, had with foresight, carried a wad of cash. He pulled it out and repaid Hema’s debt immediately. Jo told Hema to pay it back in instalments. Latika would cut a little bit from her salary every month. Ravi drafted a letter that the groom’s family signed, agreeing that they would not cause any trouble, or put further pressure on Hema.

Coming from a broken engagement, even though it was not her fault, carried stigma. Hema was determined to put her head down, ignore everyone’s snide remarks and concentrate on work, ‘Kuch kaam karoongi, kuch banoongi.’ (‘I will work hard, make something of myself.’) It was very tense at home. ‘My father was a drunkard,’ she says. ‘Then, my depression deepened when my closest brother committed suicide.’ Hema came home from work and found the body. ‘I called Jo didi,’ she says. ‘I said, “Bring a doctor and just come.” I only had bharosa in her, no one else.’13

After three years as Moy Moy’s caregiver, Hema moved to Latika. (This was a pattern for many of Latika’s early staff. Moy would be their trainer. If they passed with flying colours, they worked at the organization.)

Rajesh joined Latika at the vocational training centre. Hema and he became friends. He supported her through all her lows. ‘Everyone would tell me: “You should marry a boy like Rajesh. Look how caring he is,”’ says Hema. ‘But Rajesh is Christian, and my mother is a super puja-paath waali, so I didn’t consider it at all.’14

Jo encouraged the bourgeoning romance. Jo and Ravi’s daughter, Cathleen, started gently teasing Hema about Rajesh. Eventually, Hema’s parents were persuaded. This time around, though, Hema was determined to do things differently. ‘We had a court marriage,’ she says. Then, with pride in her voice, she adds: ‘We paid for it ourselves.’15

Through it all, Jo’s steady, unwavering support nurtured Hema from a young, vulnerable teenager into a strong woman. Giving Hema not just a job, but creating a career-path in Latika, sending Hema for training to the big city of Mumbai, giving her housing, encouraging her to marry: there is no area in Hema’s life that has not been influenced by Jo. Some might call it interference and intrusion. We are good at carving out the personal from the professional, saying – We should not be involved. With Jo it is the opposite. The personal is not walled off from the professional. Yes, it can get messy, but, for someone like Hema, it was nothing short of revolutionary.

‘Jo didi gave me so much love. She is my ideal,’ says Hema. ‘Koshish karti hoon ki usi ki tarah bane.’ (‘I 
try hard to be like Jo.’) ‘Look at me,’ she says, ‘I was not trained. Not famous. I was nobody. Look how well I have done! I never thought I would be a teacher to special children.’ And then, with a smile that lights up the room, she says, ‘God sent her to us.’16
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It is a much-repeated family lore: a tiny premature baby that nobody wants, born on the side of a road, is left in a busy government hospital. What should be done with her? An American couple, both doctors, are studying infectious diseases there. The woman declares: ‘My sister will adopt her.’ (A doubly audacious move: not just swooping in to save a sickly, unknown baby, but signing up her sister’s family to do so!)

Mary McGowan and Tom Synan were that American couple. Mary is Jo’s younger sister. ‘I am someone who takes three weeks to decide on a pair of shoes!’ says Tom. ‘I remember the shock of Mary saying “My sister will take her.” And they decided about a baby on the spot! By the time I made up my mind the baby would have been eighteen years old,’ he chuckles.17 Ravi, Jo’s husband, was travelling on work, and Jo had no way of getting in touch with him. Their children were young: Cathleen was three and Anand six.

When Ravi got home, weary, Jo launched into the baby’s situation right away. ‘Let’s find out the whole story, sort out the details, think about it, and then see,’ counselled Ravi. But Jo was characteristically impulsive. ‘I wanted to take the baby home immediately, not leave her there in the hospital crib,’ she says. ‘I had never seen such a tiny, twig-like baby. All scrunched up, her legs were like a bird’s. Unbelievable. Her eyes were giant, took up half her face.’ Ravi and Jo did not own a car then, so Jo had wrapped the baby up and jumped into an auto-rickshaw.

Ravi opened the door at home and said, ‘I knew you would do this.’18



Growing up, Moy was playful, engaging and mischievous. Her sense of humour is family legend. One story is from Moy’s First Communion when she was seven years old. ‘The church was freezing,’ Ravi recalls. ‘We were all huddled into our clothes, waiting, desperately, for the priest to finish.’ Everyone was concentrating on the ceremony and the solemn, important moment it marked. In this quiet, serious and freezing occasion, Moy’s young voice bellowed: ‘Chai! Garam Chai!’ (“Hot tea, anyone?!”)19

Mary, Jo’s sister, remembers a time when the Chopra family were visiting the United States. All the cousins loved getting into the jacuzzi. They called it ‘The J.’ One night, after supper, Moy refused to get in. She said to Mary, ‘Moy… J… No in. Easily bonk.’ [Indicating that she got hurt in the jacuzzi, and so didn’t want to get in.] ‘She got her point across!’ says Mary with a laugh. Moy Moy could also be a naughty handful. ‘One summer, we rented a house and Jo wanted to go to Boston for the day,’ recalls Mary. ‘We said, Jo deserves it. We will baby-sit Moy. How hard can it be? Well, it turns out Moy can grab a stick of butter and rub it all over the kitchen, standing up on her little toes, faster than one can imagine! There was butter everywhere! I never underestimated Jo after that.’20

In Dehradun, Jo would bung Moy Moy into her ‘throne,’ a strong-wheeled stroller, and they would go on long walks. Jo never listened to her iPod at these times. ‘I would chat with her and we would look at things together. It was really good for my relationship with Moy,’ she says. Sometimes, Ravi would say, ‘Leave Moy home with me, she’ll be fine,’ but Jo would consciously take her. ‘I wanted Moy Moy to go out, to have the experiences my other two kids could get so easily.’ Dehradun is a small city. People notice things. ‘You are not even aware of who is watching. The unexpected effect was a city that got used to seeing a person with disability,’ says Jo.21

‘The idea of an adopted girl coming into our house didn’t feel abnormal,’ says Anand, Ravi and Jo’s eldest child. ‘It was the environment my parents created – people always coming home, staying with us.’22 One of Jo’s sisters is adopted, as is one of Tom and Mary’s children. ‘Adoption is genetic in our family,’ quips Tom.23 Anand, now a father himself, looks back and sees how remarkable an act that was, ‘The decision, almost on a whim, to take on a child who will certainly have developmental problems, seems incredible.’24

What is it like to be an older sibling to someone with disabilities? ‘I knew without being told, pretty early on, about Moy’s disabilities,’ says Anand. ‘She would walk funny. Her sentence structures were weird. Honestly, it was tough as a sibling. That kind of difference is hard enough to cope with. On top of it, in India there is no sensitivity, no awareness… people would call out pagal, or stare at Moy. I think Cathleen was somehow more comfortable with it,’ he admits.25

Mamta Govil, the current President of the Latika Board, praises both siblings. Mamta is warm, friendly and, by her own admission, very good at connecting with people. The running joke at Latika is that if six out of ten people in the world are Indians, then five of them will know Mamta! Many strands of Mamta’s life tie her to the organization: Sakshi, Latika’s accountant, does Mamta’s tax returns. Rekha, who works at the Vocational Training Centre, cooks for her, after-hours. Jo and Mamta meet for a swim almost daily. Mamta introduced Dr Ajay Sharma, now an invaluable asset, to Latika. And, when Jo felt herself crumbling under the strain of Moy and life in its specificity, she made one phone call – to Mamta. So, Mamta’s words carry a lot of weight when she says, ‘You have to see Cathleen and Anand to see how they love Moy and how sure they are that they would take care of her after their parents’ death. How do you engender such love among children for such a sibling?’26

Jo and Ravi’s children, Anand, Cathleen and Moy Moy, are evenly spaced out; three years between each. Both Anand and Cathleen remember their childhood as idyllic. ‘We’d play in the garden, climbing the big litchi trees,’ recalls Cathleen. ‘We’d make a kitchen with elaborate tea sets. There was lots of outdoors playtime.’27 Latika was in its infancy and so Jo was able to spend a lot of time with her children.

‘My mom used to take us on these picnics – there was a river that was accessible then. The three of us and all the neighbourhood kids would have a day-long picnic by the river,’ says Cathleen. ‘Moy and I did a lot of stuff together,’ she adds, ‘It was a daily connection.’28 When the caregivers took Moy on walks, Cathleen would tag along. In the hot Indian summers, the two sisters would dig ‘pools’ in the garden, splashing in the one-inch-deep muddy water.

Today, Cathleen is a professor of the Hebrew Bible in the United States. Back then, Moy Moy was Cathleen’s first student. Cathleen started a school in their backyard and ran it from when she was eight to about fourteen years of age: six days a week. Neighbourhood children attended, especially those who needed help in English or mathematics. Moy Moy would participate, and when bored, simply get up and run away!

Anand and Cathleen kept an eye on Moy Moy, ‘If we sensed that someone was being mean, we would leave,’ says Cathleen. ‘There were people who stared. Anand and I would glare back and take Moy away. I always knew that Moy could understand everything that was going on around her.’29 Anand says, ‘She was a huge hit with our friends. And this was a constant theme – those who knew Moy really enjoyed being with her. The teasing and more conventional responses were from those who didn’t know her.’30

Moy’s arrival changed the kind of decisions Jo and Ravi made as a couple and in their careers. Ravi, for instance, had always been deeply involved in Indian politics, driven by the ideals of Gandhi, of building a nation based on equality and respect. His boisterous younger sister Nutan says Ravi always talked about a political career and becoming the prime minister of India. ‘I once asked Ravi, “What happened to your dream of becoming a prime minister?”’ she says, ‘He told me, “It is not fair for Jo to handle Moy alone. For having my political dreams come true, I would have to go to Delhi a lot. Maybe even move there. It is not fair. So, for Moy, I have given up those dreams.” I will never forget what he said,’ Nutan remarks, her usual ebullience dimming slightly.31

Anand makes an interesting point about the environment created for Moy Moy. For many children with disabilities, the challenge is to introduce them to the outside world that is often harsh, hurtful and judgemental. But Anand points out that
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