
April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
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A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday:Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil
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A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.

Continued from preceding page

By Jonathan Saltzman
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
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COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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around 8 o’clock on a Sunday evening in September, a student of the School of the Mu-
seum of fine arts heard a knock on the door of her allston apartment. She opened it, but no 
one was there.

“Did you hear someone knock?’’’ she asked her roommate, an 18-year-old fisher College 
student who had just stumbled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open and a man with a bandanna over his face burst into the 
fourth-floor apartment. brandishing a knife, he ordered the stunned women to lie on the floor. 
He piled a sewing machine and other heavy objects on top of them, to make them lie still. at 
knifepoint, he repeatedly raped them, then bound them with extension cords and fled.

“I was so afraid he was going to kill us, and I just prayed to get us through this,’’ the Mfa 
school student, 23 at the time, later told a social worker.

the rapes occurred six years ago but remain a brutal and relevant reminder of the poten-
tial hazards that student tenants can face — and not because boston is an especially danger-
ous town.

Just days before the crime at 1325 Commonwealth ave., the fisher student had com-
plained to the real estate agent who showed her the $2,100-a-month apartment about a bla-
tant security lapse in the building, according to court documents.

a cellar door facing the street was tied open with electrical wire day and night. It’s still 
unclear how the rapist got into the five-story brick apartment building, but this was one 
all-too-obvious possibility.

Here was another: tenants in the building, including the Mfa school student the evening 
of the attacks, sometimes buzzed in visitors without knowing who they were because the inter-
com was broken.

Nine days after the rapes — long after police officers raced to the building and ambulanc-
es took the terrified women to the hospital — a security consultant hired by a lawyer for the 
victims photographed the cellar door. It was still tied open, and a Sam adams beer cap was 
wedged into the locking mechanism. the intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corporate motto for some of the city’s landlords who cater to college 

students. Nothing is done. or it is done too late.
In this case, the landlords were among the city’s busiest: the brothers Syroos and Sieon 

Sanieoff. they and the owner of boston’s best Realty, the agency that helped the students find 
the apartment, recently settled a lawsuit by the women for a total of $900,000, according to 
the victims’ lawyer, alan Cantor. boston’s best Realty rents a storefront office from Syroos San-
ieoff near the building and markets many of the brothers’ units.

the women said they hope the settlement deters landlords from negligence and serves as 
a lesson for student tenants not to settle for dingy, poorly maintained apartments just because 
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a cleanliness issue, that it’s actually 
a safety issue,’’ the former fisher College student, who now lives in New York’s Westchester 
County told the Globe.

but if stacks of case files at boston Housing Court are any guide, the settlement seems 
unlikely to change the ways of the Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sanieoff is one of the city’s more 
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.

Continued from preceding page

By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’
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Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate

Online
For interactive graphics,
documents, and videos go to
bostonglobe.com/spotlight.

Contact us
The Spotlight Teamwould like
to hear from readers with tips
about this series. The telephone
number is 6179293208;
confidential messages can also
be left at 6179297483.
Email the team at
spotlight@globe.com. Follow us
on Twitter @GlobeSpotlight.

T U E S D A Y, M A Y 6 , 2 0 1 4 T h e B o s t o n G l o b e Metro A13

— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday:Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify
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D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.

Continued from preceding page

By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’
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Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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incorrigible violators of the state’s sanitary code, and continued to generate complaints after 
the rapes.

the brothers, who emigrated from Iran a generation ago, belong to a sprawling family 
that owns and leases hundreds of apartments in the college neighborhoods of allston, brigh-
ton, and fenway. a third brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007 in a 
business dispute, testified in another suit several years later that he had nine brothers and one 
sister.

like anwar N. faisal, another major landlord who caters to students in boston, members 
of the Sanieoff family have repeatedly flouted rental housing regulations, and made a fortune 
doing so. and, like faisal, they can operate with routine disregard for their tenants and state 
laws because the city is ill-equipped to rein them in.

over the past decade, Syroos Sanieoff has been a defendant in about 70 criminal cases 
in boston Housing Court, among the most of city landlords, for problems ranging from bed-
bug infestations to failing to provide heat and hot water. all the cases appeared to have been 
closed after Sanieoff fixed the violations.

In a brief telephone interview, Sanieoff, who lives in brookline, acknowledged that the 
Suffolk Superior Court lawsuit stemming from the rapes ended with a cash settlement but de-
clined to discuss it further. He and his brother Sieon sold the apartment building in 2011 for 
$4.2 million.

as for the raft of Housing Court cases, he said he thought he was named as a defendant in 
only one or two a year and dismissed the severity of the violations. “Most of the cases are mice 
or roaches outside the building,’’ he said.

but the security lapses that may have let the rapist enter 1325 Commonwealth ave. three 
weeks after the roommates moved in were hardly anomalous for buildings he owned or man-
aged.

Since 1999, city inspectors have cited him at least 19 times for apartment doors and exte-
rior doors that failed to lock and for broken buzzer and intercom systems, according to court 
records.

Kathryn Weinberg, who rented a $1,250-a-month apartment at 1027 Commonwealth ave. 
in September 2011 as a graduate student, knows all too well about doors that don’t lock. the 
building is owned by Sieon Sanieoff and two other family members and managed by Syroos, 
according to city and court records.

almost immediately after moving in, Weinberg noticed that a homeless man reeking of al-
cohol often slept in the lobby between the unlocked front doors of the building and the locked 
inside doors. that was worrisome enough, Weinberg said. but the lock on the inside doors 
often broke, and she would see the man sleeping elsewhere in the building.
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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be left at 6179297483.
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on Twitter @GlobeSpotlight.
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Nine days after the rapes occured, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was 
still tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday:Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’
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Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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one day, she said, she opened 
her second-floor apartment door 
to leave. He was asleep at her 
doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get 
out of my apartment,’’ she recalled. 
“there’s something alarming when 
you’re a single woman to have a 
full-grown drunk man passed out 
in front of your doorway.’’

then there is the case of 
Matthew fickett, a young archi-
tect who said he hired boston’s 
best Realty to help him find a 
$1,250-a-month apartment at 80 
Gordon St. He lived there from 
September 2009 through august 
2011.

fickett said he repeatedly complained to Sanieoff and then to the city about a variety of 
infuriating problems — a lack of heat and hot water, a stove with two broken burners, a water 
leak coming through the ceiling. and another thing: the lobby door didn’t lock.

one day, fickett recalled, he encountered a repairman in the lobby. “Did you know that a 
homeless person has been living in the furnace room?’’ fickett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and fickett were never injured by intruders. the two roommates at 1325 Com-
monwealth ave., a building renowned as the home of aerosmith in the early 1970s, weren’t so 
lucky.

When the young women arrived on Sept. 1, 2008, they said, it was obvious that the land-
lord had not maintained apartment 41 or cleaned it beforehand. the stove and dishwasher 
were filthy. Cans of food were left in the refrigerator. there was hair in the bathroom tub. a 
kitchen window couldn’t be opened.

the fisher student’s stepfather surveyed the graffiti-covered elevator and dirty apartment 
on move-in day and scolded her for picking the place, she recalled.

“My response to him was, ‘Well this is what you get here. this is what I can afford,’ ’’ she 
recalled.

the roommates listed 19 things they wanted cleaned and fixed on an “apartment condi-
tion statement’’ and gave it to Michael Chau, the real estate agent who had referred them to 
the unit, according to the suit. a cleaning crew came over.

both women mistakenly inferred that boston’s best Realty, whose president signed the 
lease with them, managed the building. the fisher student said she never heard the name 
Sanieoff until well after the attacks.

this is an all-too-common misapprehension among young tenants who find apartments 
through real estate firms. Students typically pay the firms a month’s rent as a fee. they often 
call the agents shortly after they move in about problems in apartments. tenants customarily 
have 15 days to provide a list of deficiencies or risk being charged for repairs when the lease 
ends.

two or three weeks after move-in day, the fisher student called Chau about the open cel-
lar door, she recalled in a deposition.

Chau, who declined requests for an interview, said in his own deposition that he did not 
remember anyone telling him about it, “but even if they did, I would have referred them back 
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the lawyer for Dakota enterprises Inc., which does business as bos-
ton’s best Realty, told the Globe that the company was merely the rental agent for the apart-
ment and not involved in building maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the landlord, said in a deposition that a laborer he hired to 
repair bricks tied open the cellar door so he could move materials in and out. tenants could 
have called him about security concerns, he added, because he had posted the name and 
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday:Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil
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By Michael Kranish
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A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.

Continued from preceding page

By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’

LAXSECURITYANDVIOLATIONS
ENDANGERSTUDENTTENANTS

COURTESY OF ALAN CANTOR

Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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stairway to the beach, altering
vegetation, and constructing a
100foot gangway and 93foot
sea wall without permission.

The situation degenerated af
ter a member of the Conserva
tion Commission said she heard
the town conservation agent re
fer to Faisal as a “towel head.’’
The commission member filed a
complaint with the Massachu
setts Commission Against Dis
crimination, which dismissed it
last year.

Faisal also filed a discrimina
tion complaint with MCAD after
someone told him about the al
leged slur. That case is pending.

Taking it all in stride
Just a year before the Berklee

students’ Fenway apartment
was condemned, the city con
demned another Faisal cellar
apartment in his building next
door, at 115 St. Stephen St. That
time it was a Northeastern se
nior, Tim Granger, renting di
rectly from Faisal, who had to
scramble to find alternate hous
ing.

The student’s father, Rick
Granger, a Connecticut general
contractor, recognized that the
$1,200amonth, roachinfested
apartment flouted the state’s
sanitary code — it had no win
dows, ventilation, emergency
lighting, or working carbon
monoxide detectors — and
called Alpha to get out of the
lease. Granger paraphrased an
Alpha representative’s blunt re
sponse: “tough cookies.’’

So Granger complained to
the city, which sent inspectors.
Faisal, as it turned out, hadn’t
gotten a certificate of occupancy
for that unit either, according to
city officials. Faisal ultimately
refunded Rick Granger fully:
first month’s rent, last month’s
rent and a security deposit, to
taling $3,670. And Inspectional
Services opened criminal pro
ceedings against Faisal in Hous

ing Court.
Thus began the drill. Faisal

hired contractors to bring the
apartment up to code. It passed
inspection. And as invariably
happens after the city begins
criminal cases against land
lords, the agency filed a brief or
der to end the matter. “Nolle
prosequi,’’ it said in Latin, we
won’t prosecute.

“Unfortunately, the landlord
took it as just another day at
work,’’ the elder Granger said.

Faisal seemed to take the
condemnation of the Berklee
students’ apartment at 109 St.
Stephen St. a year later in stride,
too.

After fixing the doors and
cabinets and building a clear
pathway past the boiler room in
case of a fire, Faisal got two
young men to rent the place,
even though the city says the
unit is illegal — he is only autho
rized to have 25 apartments.

Conveniently, one of the ten
ants was Joseph P. Merullo Jr.,
who said he met Faisal through
his father, a business associate,
and worked as an administra
tive assistant at Alpha.

He initially said he and a
roommate each paid $1,200 a
month but later said Faisal actu
ally charged him only $500 for
rent.

Merullo, 20, didn’t know the
apartment had been con
demned when he rented it but
that didn’t bother him, he said.
He also acknowledged refusing
to let inspectors in when they
knocked on the door.

“It’s what I need,’’ he said of
the apartment earlier this year.
“It’s right next to the office. I’m a
simple guy. It’s a place to sleep,
eat my dinner, and take a show
er.’’ Weeks later, he moved out
after taking a job at another real
estate firm.

Globe correspondent Emma
McGrath contributed to this
report.
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Around 8 o’clock on a Sun
day evening in September, a
student of the School of the Mu
seum of Fine Arts heard a knock
on the door of her Allston apart
ment. She opened it, but no one
was there.

“Did you hear someone
knock?’’’ she asked her room
mate, an 18yearold Fisher Col
lege student who had just stum
bled groggily out of bed.

Suddenly, the door flew open
and a man with a bandanna
over his face burst into the
fourthfloor apartment. Bran
dishing a knife, he ordered the
stunned women to lie on the
floor. He piled a sewing ma
chine and other heavy objects
on top of them, to make them
lie still. At knifepoint, he repeat
edly raped them, then bound
them with extension cords and
fled.

“I was so afraid he was going
to kill us, and I just prayed to
get us through this,’’ the MFA
school student, 23 at the time,
later told a social worker.

The rapes occurred six years
ago but remain a brutal and rel
evant reminder of the potential
hazards that student tenants
can face — and not because Bos
ton is an especially dangerous
town.

Just days before the crime at
1325 Commonwealth Ave., the
Fisher student had complained
to the real estate agent who
showed her the $2,100amonth
apartment about a blatant secu
rity lapse in the building, ac
cording to court documents.

A cellar door facing the
street was tied open with elec
trical wire day and night. It’s
still unclear how the rapist got
into the fivestory brick apart
ment building, but this was one
alltooobvious possibility.

Here was another: Tenants
in the building, including the
MFA school student the evening
of the attacks, sometimes
buzzed in visitors without
knowing who they were be
cause the intercom was broken.

Nine days after the rapes —
long after police officers raced
to the building and ambulances
took the terrified women to the
hospital — a security consultant
hired by a lawyer for the victims
photographed the cellar door. It
was still tied open, and a Sam
Adams beer cap was wedged in
to the locking mechanism. The
intercom was also still broken.

Nothing had been done.
It could serve as the corpo

rate motto for some of the city’s
landlords who cater to college
students. Nothing is done. Or it
is done too late.

In this case, the landlords
were among the city’s busiest:
the brothers Syroos and Sieon
Sanieoff. They and the owner of
Boston’s Best Realty, the agency
that helped the students find
the apartment, recently settled
a lawsuit by the women for a to
tal of $900,000, according to
the victims’ lawyer, Alan Cantor.
Boston’s Best Realty rents a
storefront office from Syroos
Sanieoff near the building and
markets many of the brothers’
units.

The women said they hope
the settlement deters landlords
from negligence and serves as a
lesson for student tenants not to
settle for dingy, poorly main
tained apartments just because
they feel they have no choice.

“I don’t think that people un
derstand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actual
ly a safety issue,’’ the former
Fisher College student, who
n o w l i v e s i n Ne w Yo r k ’s
Westchester County told the
Globe.

But if stacks of case files at
Boston Housing Court are any
guide, the settlement seems un
likely to change the ways of the
Sanieoff brothers. Syroos Sani
eoff is one of the city’s more in
corrigible violators of the state’s
sanitary code, and continued to
generate complaints after the
rapes.

The brothers, who emigrat
ed from Iran a generation ago,
belong to a sprawling family
that owns and leases hundreds
of apartments in the college
neighborhoods of Allston,
Brighton, and Fenway. A third

brother, Parviz Sanieoff, who
sued Syroos and Sieon in 2007
in a business dispute, testified
in another suit several years lat
er that he had nine brothers
and one sister.

Like Anwar N. Faisal, anoth
er major landlord who caters to
students in Boston, members of
the Sanieoff family have repeat
edly flouted rental housing reg
ulations, and made a fortune
doing so. And, like Faisal, they
can operate with routine disre
gard for their tenants and state
laws because the city is ill
equipped to rein them in.

Over the past decade, Syroos
Sanieoff has been a defendant
in about 70 criminal cases in
Boston Housing Court, among
the most of city landlords, for
problems ranging from bedbug
infestations to failing to provide
heat and hot water. All the cases
appeared to have been closed
after Sanieoff fixed the viola
tions.

In a brief telephone inter
view, Sanieoff, who lives in
Brookline, acknowledged that
the Suffolk Superior Court law
suit stemming from the rapes
ended with a cash settlement
but declined to discuss it fur
ther. He and his brother Sieon
sold the apartment building in
2011 for $4.2 million.

As for the raft of Housing
Court cases, he said he thought
he was named as a defendant in
only one or two a year and dis
missed the severity of the viola
tions. “Most of the cases are
mice or roaches outside the
building,’’ he said.

But the security lapses that
may have let the rapist enter
1325 Commonwealth Ave.
three weeks after the room
mates moved in were hardly
anomalous for buildings he
owned or managed.

Since 1999, city inspectors
have cited him at least 19 times
for apartment doors and exteri
or doors that failed to lock and
for broken buzzer and intercom
systems, according to court re
cords.

Kathryn Weinberg, who
rented a $1,250amonth apart
ment at 1027 Commonwealth
Ave. in September 2011 as a
graduate student, knows all too
well about doors that don’t lock.
The building is owned by Sieon
Sanieoff and two other family
members and managed by Sy
roos, according to city and court
records.

Almost immediately after
moving in, Weinberg noticed
that a homeless man reeking of
alcohol often slept in the lobby
between the unlocked front 
doors of the building and the
locked inside doors. That was
worrisome enough, Weinberg
said. But the lock on the inside
doors often broke, and she
would see the man sleeping
elsewhere in the building.

One day, she sa id , she
opened her secondfloor apart
ment door to leave. He was
asleep at her doorstep.

“I had to step over him to get

out of my apartment,’’ she re
called. “There’s something
alarming when you’re a single
woman to have a fullgrown
drunk man passed out in front
of your doorway.’’

Then there is the case of
Matthew Fickett, a young archi
tect who said he hired Boston’s
Best Realty to help him find a
$1,250amonth apartment at
80 Gordon St. He lived there
from September 2009 through
August 2011.

Fickett said he repeatedly
complained to Sanieoff and
then to the city about a variety
of infuriating problems — a lack
of heat and hot water, a stove
with two broken burners, a wa
ter leak coming through the
ceiling. And another thing: the
lobby door didn’t lock.

One day, Fickett recalled, he
encountered a repairman in the
lobby. “Did you know that a
homeless person has been liv
ing in the furnace room?’’ Fick
ett recalled him asking.

Weinberg and Fickett were
never injured by intruders. The
two roommates at 1325 Com

monwealth Ave., a building re
nowned as the home of Aeros
mith in the early 1970s, weren’t
so lucky.

When the young women ar
rived on Sept. 1, 2008, they
said, it was obvious that the
landlord had not maintained
Apartment 41 or cleaned it be
forehand. The stove and dish
washer were filthy. Cans of food
were left in the refrigerator.
There was hair in the bathroom
tub. A kitchen window couldn’t
be opened.

The Fisher student’s step
father surveyed the graffiticov
ered elevator and dirty apart
ment on movein day and scold
ed her for picking the place, she
recalled.

“My response to him was,
‘Well this is what you get here.
This is what I can afford,’ ’’ she
recalled.

The roommates listed 19
things they wanted cleaned and
fixed on an “apartment condi

tion statement’’ and gave it to
Michael Chau, the real estate
agent who had referred them to
the unit, according to the suit. A
cleaning crew came over.

Both women mistakenly in
ferred that Boston’s Best Realty,
whose president signed the
lease with them, managed the
building. The Fisher student
said she never heard the name
Sanieoff until well after the at
tacks.

This is an alltoocommon
misapprehension among young
tenants who find apartments
through real estate firms. Stu
dents typically pay the firms a
month’s rent as a fee. They often
call the agents shortly after they
move in about problems in
apartments. Tenants customari
ly have 15 days to provide a list
of deficiencies or risk being
charged for repairs when the
lease ends.

Two or three weeks after
movein day, the Fisher student
called Chau about the open cel
lar door, she recalled in a depo
sition.

Chau, who declined requests

for an interview, said in his own
deposition that he did not re
member anyone telling him
about it, “but even if they did, I
would have referred them back
to the landlord.’’

Richard P. Mazzocca, the
lawyer for Dakota Enterprises
Inc., which does business as Bos
ton’s Best Realty, told the Globe
that the company was merely
the rental agent for the apart
ment and not involved in build
ing maintenance or security.

Syroos Sanieoff, who was the
landlord, said in a deposition
that a laborer he hired to repair
bricks tied open the cellar door
so he could move materials in
and out. Tenants could have
called him about security con
cerns, he added, because he had
posted the name and phone
number of the building owner
on a sign in the lobby, as legally
required.

In fact, the sign listed the
prior owner of the building,
Sanieoff would later admit un
der oath. This, too, was no
anomaly for buildings he
owned or managed. The city cit
ed him at least seven times from
2002 to 2009 for failing to have
such signs in the lobby, accord
ing to Housing Court records.

Following the attacks, the
victims withdrew from school
and were reimbursed their tu
ition, they said. They got a de
cidedly different reception, they
said, when they went to Bos
ton’s Best Realty and told an
employee they had been raped
and were breaking their lease
and wanted all their money re
funded.

“They laughed in our face,’’
the Fisher student recalled.

The Museum of Fine Arts
student, who lives on Long Is
land now, said, “They showed
absolutely no concern for what
happened. . . . We were really
shocked.’’

Another lawyer for Boston’s
Best Realty, Frank L. Fragomeni
Jr., denied that anyone laughed
off the women’s request. The
company “did feel empathy for
the young ladies but did and
does not in any way feel or be
lieve it was responsible for the
events that occurred,’’ he said in
an email, adding that the suit
was settled with no admission
of liability.

The Sanieoff brothers settled
the suit for $775,000, Boston’s
Best Realty for $125,000, ac
cording to the victims’ lawyer.
Fragomeni said Boston’s Best
Realty didn’t want to settle but
its insurer insisted on paying to
avoid further litigation costs.

Michael R. Murphy, a lawyer
for Syroos Sanieoff, said in an e
mail that the landlord has
“great sympathy for the victims’’
and there have been “no find
ings linking the condition of the
property with the commission
of the crime.’’

As for the many complaints
against Sanieoff at Boston
Housing Court, Murphy wrote
that as with “almost every sub
stantial landlord, he has re
ceived complaints from time to
time from municipal inspec
tional service departments
which are processed through
the Housing Courts.’’ Sanieoff
resolved all the complaints and
has only received three in the
past 16 months, he added.

The Globe is not identifying
the women because they were
victims of sexual assault.

The alleged rapist, Marcos A.
Colono, was charged in Decem
ber 2010 based on a DNA sam
ple from one of the women that
matched evidence taken from
the scene of a violent home in
vasion in Cambridge. His trial
on the rapes is scheduled for
June 16.

Both women, who had to
take medication to prevent HIV
as a precaution after the rapes
and have suffered since from
depression and anxiety, plan to
return to Boston to testify.

“Using that word’’ — rape —
“there are so many different sce
narios in which it can occur,’’
the former Fisher student said.
“And the fact that we were in
our own home, and this was an
entry into our home is a whole
’nother level. We were not walk
ing in an alley at 3 in the morn
ing. We were doing everything
right.’’
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Nine days after the rapes occurred, the cellar door at 1325 Commonwealth Ave. was still
tied open, and a beer cap was wedged into the locking mechanism.

‘I don’t think that people understand that it’s not just a
cleanliness issue, that it’s actually a safety issue.’
FORMER FISHER COLLEGE STUDENT, raped by an intruder in 2008, as was her roommate
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