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The Backdrop of the Atlanta Shootings 
Ignoring Illicit Massage Businesses Perpetuates Vulnerability 
May 2021 
 

WARNING: The following document contains pictorial advertisements for sexual services and 
comments from sex buyers that contain lewd and offensive language.   
 
While the tragic events of March 16 in Atlanta further exposed the Illicit Massage Industry (IMI) 
to the world, press coverage of the murders understandably focused on the shooting victims 
rather than the illicit nature of the businesses.  As Mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms put it: “We are 
not about to get into victim-blaming, victim-shaming here.”1  Media reports covered the three 
massage businesses as immigrant-owned, small businesses which were attacked in a rampage 
of racial hatred, placing this shooting in the context of nationwide reports of racism, harassment, 
and discrimination against Asian-Americans and their places of businesses.  
 
Much of the motivation for avoiding the nature of the businesses is likely rooted in a well-
intentioned respect for those who died. The locations of these attacks, however, were illicit 
businesses, selling sex and placing their workers in a particularly vulnerable and exploitive 
situation.  Allowing the businesses to pass themselves off as simply immigrant-owned small 
businesses trying to make it in a tough economy, is not only disingenuous, it fails to honor the 
victims and hides the truth of their exploitive circumstances.  
 
When the Mayor stated, “And as far as we know in Atlanta, these are legally operating 
businesses that have not been on our radar, not on the radar of A.P.D.”,2 she had not yet been 
briefed that the businesses had indeed been on the police department’s radar and later 
amended her statement. Gold Spa was the target of seven undercover sting operations between 
2011 and 2013, resulting in 10 arrests.3  As recently as 2019, Atlanta Police Department received 
complaints about alleged prostitution at Gold Spa and Aromatherapy Spa.4  The Cherokee 
County Sheriff’s Office has been investigating Young’s Asian Massage since 2019.5   
 

With respect to the victims, it is clear that these were illicit businesses, and an honest dialogue 
about the workers’ circumstances is necessary for society to successfully address this type of 
exploitation.  As important voices in the anti-trafficking field recognize, illicit activity breeds 
violence and that violence is directed at the most vulnerable.  Elizabeth Kim, COO of Restore 
NYC, speaking to USA Today, emphasized that “illicit parlors are inherently violent.”6 Yvonne 
Chen of ECPAT told The New York Times in the aftermath of the shootings: “I don’t think there’s 
enough discussion of the violence that comes from the [sex] buyers.”7 
 

While as of May 2021, we cannot say with certainty that these businesses trafficked women in 
the legal sense, they actively promoted sex for profit, and in so doing were centers of 
exploitation. They advertised on illicit websites, they were connected to the larger illicit massage 
network, and customers regularly posted reviews describing sexual activity. 
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ALL 3 TARGETED BUSINESSES ADVERTISED SEX FOR SALE ONLINE 

Gold Spa and Aromatherapy Spa regularly placed advertisements for sex services. Gold Spa 
alone placed over 14,000 ads between October 2014 and May 2020 on illicit websites, including: 
rubratings.com, cityxguide.com, adultlook.com, skipthegames.com, callescort.com, 
eroticmugshots.com, sumosear.ch, bedpage.com, hot.com, escortindex.com, and formerly, 
backpage.com.  Below is an example of a Gold Spa ad.8 

 
Aromatherapy Spa advertised on adultlook.com, callescort.com, sumosear.ch, massagetroll.com, 
and the former backpage.com, among others. The business phone number listed online is 404-
549-8595. Below is an example ad.  
 

 



 

 
3 

As of March 19, 2021, three days after the tragic shootings, even Gold Spa’s business website —
as opposed to sites that are widely known to advertise sexual services — advertised using 
sexually-suggestive images. (Below are screenshots from March 19. The photo gallery section of 
the website has since been entirely removed.)  

 
Young’s Asian Massage did far less advertising than Gold Spa and Aromatherapy Spa, but did 
formerly post on adultlook.com and bodyrubhistory.com. Below is an example ad.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PART OF A LARGER NETWORK 

These businesses were part of a larger network of 
exploitive illicit massage businesses (IMBs) in the 
Atlanta area, across the Southeast and up into the Ohio 
Valley, connected through business ties and address 
histories.    
 

According to state business records, massage-related 
legal entities have used the Gold Spa storefront as their 
principal place of business since at least 1995. A 
principal of the original legal entity based at Gold Spa 
opened at least twelve IMBs in six states between 2008 
and 2015.  
 

Before coming to Atlanta, an Aromatherapy Spa 
associate was a founding member of a Tennessee IMB, 
where she was arrested in a prostitution sting. 
Associates of the owner of Young’s Asian Massage 
were connected to at least four other Atlanta area IMBs, 
and Rubmaps sex buyer reviewers report finding 
“providers” at Young’s whom they knew from other 
IMBs in the area, further underscoring the 
interconnectedness of these illicit businesses. 
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SEX BUYER REVIEWS LEAVE LITTLE DOUBT ABOUT BUSINESS MODEL 

These businesses were regularly reviewed on Rubmaps, and customers reported illicit 
encounters almost 100% of the time.9  Men undeniably visited Gold Spa for sex.  Every review on 
Rubmaps since 2018 reported illicit activity, with 73% of reviewers mentioning “full-service” sex, 
and many, the absence of a massage.  One hundred percent of reviews of Aromatherapy Spa 
describe illicit activity, and 61% directly mention full-service sex, including one describing a trip 
by two friends for a group orgy.  Young’s Asian Massage has fewer reviews than the other two 
Atlanta establishments, having been in business since only December 2016; however, 100% of 
the reviews of Young’s were clearly illicit.   
 
After much consideration, we have decided to include a small sampling of these explicit reviews 
and let the sex buyers themselves speak to the character of these establishments and the 
“working conditions” of the staff.10  While we cannot say with certainty that human trafficking 
was happening at these locations, the reviews below indicate that women often lived onsite and 
were victims of sexual violence; warning flags that suggest earlier scrutiny may have prevented 
this tragedy.   
 
! Biggeorgetb (posted Aug 2017): Coco speaks little English and has only been here about 1 month, 

but she gets it. I will repeat and hopefully break her in a bit… already a nice HJ with prostrate [sic]. 
Will be back soon to try to get inside the kitty. 
 

! Mcowart2014 (posted April 2018): I had to laugh that the staff sleeping quarters are in plain view as 
you go to your room. One of the staff was passed out when I walked by. 
 

! Kodepurp (posted March 2021): Cindy had exactly what I was looking for… The massage was 
trash, but at the flip, she was down to play ball right off the bat. Strapped on a rubber for a quick 
bl** job, which was also kind of trash, took quick, and too shallow. I said f*ck this, got her up and 
dove in Missionary style. Tight cat… Flipped her for doggy and smashed that a** for a bit. Pulled out 
and back to Mish, p*ssy looking extra swollen, and then back to Mish for hard pounding. 
 

! Geniouspure (posted November 2020): I rolled her over for some doggy and that's when it got 
REALLY good! She has such a nice a** I couldn't get over it. It was nice and tight, but still round and 
had good motion that I was watching while I pounded her. 
 

! Randazzio (posted June 2020): … A** is round and wanted to get the best of her, I told her to get 
naked… 

CONCLUSION  

The Atlanta shootings were a tragedy for the victims and for the Asian community at large, as is 
the exploitive environment and normalized violence in these businesses. Failing to acknowledge 
the true character of these businesses does not honor the victims, it protects the owners who 
profit from the sale of sex and the men who exploit the women workers. As advocates in the field 
have voiced, removing the inherently exploitative context of the IMI from the narrative only 
allows the flourishing of a business model that perpetuates the objectification and de-
humanization of these women. This harms all of us, but particularly those in the AAPI 
community, and no one more than AAPI survivors of sexual exploitation and/or human 
trafficking. 
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