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by POOJA CHAUDHARY

LOST in an anonymous corner of New Delhi, 
Sushma looks like she is in her late 40s but is 
unsure about her real age. Her name also isn’t 
real but it is the one that she goes by in the capi-
tal’s red-light district.

Sushma is one of many women, men and chil-
dren who are living and working in brothel 
number 300 on Garstin Bastion Road (GB Road) 

in the city’s old quarters who are documented 
by Mayank Austen Soofi in his new book, 

Nobody Can Love You More – Life in Del-
hi’s Red Light District.

Soofi offers readers a 
glimpse into how sex 

workers interact with 
customers, often aggressively and 
crassly along with the more regu-

lar aspects of their lives, in-
cluding cooking and praying.

The author spent three 
years with those he de-
scribes as ordinary people 
living in an extraordinary 
world to research his book 
about sex workers and now 

counts them as friends.
“When I first started going 

to GB Road, I had no intention 
of writing a book on the place. A 
friend told me there was a brothel 
whose owner was looking for 
somebody to teach English to the 
children. So that’s how I got into 
GB Road. Otherwise it’s very dif-
ficult to get access to it, unless 
you’re a customer, of course,” explained Soofi.

During his interaction with people in the red light 
district, he was inspired to write a book about it 
because he saw an age-old idea that was nearing 
its end. The first owner of the brothel number 300 
was an accomplished singer who had her photo-
graph taken with [India’s first prime minister] Ja-
waharlal Nehru, whereas now there is just a badly 
kept head pimp who has to contend with drunken 
louts who attack him with beer bottles. 

“I think the red light district itself is a dying idea. 
Now you can get sex on the internet and hook up 
with people. I think maybe after 20-30 years, GB 
Road will become extinct. So before this world dis-
appears, I thought I should do something about it, 
I wanted to understand it and that’s why I wanted 
to write about it,” said Soofi.

He soon realised this small world was nothing 
like he imagined or what is portrayed in popular 
culture. The fact that many people don’t know 
about what really happens and that those who live 
there are a lot more normal than movies would 
have you believe inspired the book further. 

“I realised that our ideas of the prostitutes and 
the customers are so influenced by popular cul-

ture, be it novels or films. 
“And then you realise these people are 

like our neighbours and even our own 
families – but though the people might 

be ordinary in some sense, the 
world they are living in is ex-
traordinary because it’s cen-
tered around sex,” said Soofi.

Instead of just document-
ing relationships the sex work-
ers have with customers, Soofi 
also writes about what would 
be considered the more mun-
dane details of their lives. He 
thinks this was important to 
capture the human aspect of 
those living there. 

“A prostitute is not just a prostitute. Sometimes 
writers turn people into circus performers to cre-
ate interest for the reader. I didn’t want to do that. 
That’s why in the first chapter, 
Sushma is cooking food for me 
and herself, she’s smoking a beedi 
(an Indian cigarette wrap ped in a 
leaf), she’s going out to buy veg-
etables, and she tells me about 
her mother. This, to me, means 
we can get a better sense of her 
character. She is not just a com-
modity. She’s a full-fledged human being.”

The book has received good reviews from critics 
since it was released and been described as one 
that is graceful yet powerful. Accompanying Soofi’s 
simple yet real portrayal of the life at Brothel No 
300, are black and white photographs of its inhab-
itants and ambience. The sex workers come across 
as strong, independent women in the book. 

“Many of the sex workers I met are doing this 
work out of their own choice. They are very inde-
pendent in their lives. They don’t depend on men 
and some of them feel like they are more free than 
many housewives in other parts of the city.”

Although Soofi questions whether the people 
he has met have been truthful towards the end of 
the book, he thinks he has managed to produce a 
fairly accurate portrait of life inside the brothel. 

“I don’t think you’ll be able to get a 100 per cent 
accurate portrait in anything, but I interacted 
with so many people, saw and heard so many 
things. I’m not sure if each and every story which 
these women shared with me were true, but 
what’s important to me is that I only wanted to 
write what they think is their story and what they 
are comfortable sharing with the world.”

Soofi met dozens of people while working on 
this book and learned something different from 
each one. The one he liked interacting with the 
most was a sex worker called Roopa.

“I was so amazed by Roopa’s story. It begins 
with a cliché that her husband beat her and then 
she ran away to Delhi and became a prostitute. 
Usually that’s the end of the old life and a new one 

begins for most of these sex 
workers. But she chose to revive 
her marriage and stayed in 
touch with her husband. And 
just when I was thinking that 
her relationship with her hus-
band was revived and she’s back 
with him, she becomes cosy 
with a man from Kashmir.

“To still be able to live and feel like a proper 
person, to still continue to live with past relation-
ships and still find new ones, not to lose hope in 
life, that’s such a beautiful thing and that’s what I 
learnt from Roopa,” he said.

The recently released book about the sex work-
ers isn’t the end of the journey for the writer and 
his connection with those living in the GB Road 
red light district remains strong. 

“Yeah, I do visit the brothel. This book is not a 
conclusion of a part of my life. These people on 
GB Road and in number 300 are friends, irrespec-
tive of my book. My friendship and relationship 
with them continues in a normal, natural way.” 

Nobody Can Love You More – Life in Delhi’s Red 
Light District by Mayank Austen Soofi is out now.

PASSION FRUIT, 
which has a sweet, 
tangy taste, consists 
of a pulp with 
seeds. Most people 
like to remove the 
seeds and drink the 
juice (pulp). But 
eating passion fruit 

with the seeds increases the fibre content as 
well as the protein content that can be de-
rived from the fruit. Each cup of passion 
fruit, inclusive of seeds, contains the 
equivalent of 24.5 grams of fibre; the 
same as consuming four cups 
of bran cereal, as well as 
increasing the protein 
content by 5 grams.

It is also rich in iron 
and Vitamin C; this is 
a double whammy in 
that it helps the body 
absorb nearly 50 per 
cent of the RDA of 
iron for women 
from one cup of 
raw passion 
fruit as well 
as receiving 
100 per cent 
of the RDA of 
Vitamin C.

Passion fruit 
is also rich in Vitamin A, essential for good 
sight, cell growth and reproduction.

This innovative recipe is taken from The 
Art of Cooking with Vegetables by Alain Pas-
sard. Published by Frances Lincoln Limited. 

ISBN: 978 0 7112 
3335 5Passion fruit, stuffed 

and baked like a crumble 
(Serves 4)
Ingredients:
 15g (½ oz) lightly salted butter
 1 apple, peeled, cored and diced
 30g (1 oz) light brown soft sugar
 10g (½ oz) caster sugar
 Leaves from six sprigs of basil, finely 
chopped
 40g (1 ½ oz) raspberry jam
 A pinch of cinnamon
 ½ vanilla pod (bean), split and the seeds 
scraped out or split and finely chopped
 30g (1oz) toasted slivered almonds
 20g (¾ oz) ground almonds
 Icing sugar to serve

Method:
 To make the base for the filling, melt the 
butter in a sauté pan set over low heat, and 
add the apple, half the brown sugar, all the 
white caster sugar, the basil, jam, cinna-
mon and vanilla. Stir for a few minutes to 
ensure the ingredients have melded to-
gether yet retain some crunch. Set this mix-
ture aside briefly.
 Cut the passion fruits in half. Using a tea 
or coffee spoon, scrape out the flesh and 
stir it into the reserved mixture, keeping 
the empty shells. 
 Stir the toasted slivered almonds into the 
mixture to complete the filling. Taste it and 
add more sugar if desired. 
 Spoon the filling into the shells, piling it 
into little domes. Mix the remaining 
brown sugar with the ground almonds 
and sprinkle this combination over each 
filled shell.
 Put a few drops of water in the bottom of 
a shallow baking dish, add the shells and 
transfer the dish to an oven preheated to 
180C (350F, Gas Mark 4). Bake for 30 minutes.
 Remove the fruits from the oven and 
leave them to cool for about 30 minutes. 
Serve them with a fine sprinkling of ic-
ing sugar. 

Passion fruit
With Rashmita Solanki. Contact her at rashmita@amg.biz
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Window to a Delhi brothel

Healing the heart 
chakra 

“Find the love 
you seek, by first 
finding the love 
within yourself. 
Learn to rest in 
that place within 
you that is your 

true home,” Sri Sri 
Ravi Shankar.

The heart feels hurt because of 
things like disappointment, pain, 
heartbreak, jealousy, hate, fear and 
insecurity. All of these emotions will 
block energy of the heart chakra.  

When the heart chakra closes, the 
core of us will suffer. The mind and 
body also suffer because the heart 
chakra is energy at the centre of our 
being. It is the ‘seat of the soul’, 
overseeing our relationships, allow-
ing us to feel compassion, uncondi-

tional love and have 
a deep sense of 
peace. When bal-
anced, the heart 
chakra is ex-
pressed in free-
dom to be true 
to one’s unique 
path, personal 
growth, accepting 
of self and others. 

A blocked heart 

chakra often causes dependency on 
someone else for happiness, rela-

tionship problems or 
living life through 

another person. 
Physically the 
condition can 
present itself in 
the form of heart 

conditions, anxiety, 
depression, circula-

tion problems, asth-

TALKS ABOUT HIS BOOKTALKS ABOUT HIS BOOK

tional love and have 

peace. When bal-
anced, the heart 

growth, accepting 
of self and others. 

A blocked heart 

chakra often causes dependency on 
someone else for happiness, rela-

tionship problems or 
living life through 

another person. 
Physically the 

present itself in 
the form of heart 

conditions, anxiety, 
depression, circula-

tion problems, asth-


