
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.

Complete report, A18, B11
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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
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Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify
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on the ceiling of the attic’s
common hallway was activat­
ed, according to the lawsuit.
By the time the alarm went off,
thick smoke and heat made it
impossible to use the stairs to
escape.

The apartment did not
comply with the building code
because there were not two
means of egress, and the fire­
detection system, which did
not have a required city per­
mit, either malfunctioned or
was not interconnected in ac­
cordance with the law so that
an early warning would sound
on the upper floors, according
to the complaint to be filed by
Albert L. Farrah Jr., an attor­
ney for the Lee family.

“Had that second means of
egress been in place — and it
was not — and had a properly
outfitted, properly operating
fire alarm system been in oper­
ation the occupants of the top
floor bedrooms would have
had time to escape to safety,’’
the complaint says.

Lee’s family has been devas­
tated by her death. The lawsuit
was filed by her father, Wah
Lee, representing her estate.

“I miss my daughter Bin­
land so much,” Xu Mei Kwong,
a Chinese seamstress, said of
her only child. “I do not feel
good every day.”

The f ive res idents and
guests who escaped by leaping
from third­story windows
were treated for various inju­
ries, including smoke inhala­
t ion , a f rac tured back , a
sprained ankle, and an injured
wr i s t . A f t e r the f i r e was
brought under control, Lee
was found a few feet from her
bedroom window with burns
over 99 percent of her body,
the lawsuit said. The official
cause of death was smoke in­
halation.

Several individuals are
named as defendants in the
wrongful death suit, including
Belokurova, the property own­
er, as well as the Gateway Real
Estate Group, which rented
the apartment to Lee and six
housemates and, according to
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the complaint, should have
known about the problems.

Frank L. Fragomeni Jr., a
lawyer representing Belokuro­
va, said the circumstances sur­
rounding the fatal fire were
thoroughly investigated by
public and private profession­
als, and “the investigation has
confirmed that the building
and all of its systems, includ­
ing the smoke/fire detectors
therein, were in full compli­
ance with all building/fire pro­
tection/life safety codes and
regulations.”

Fragomeni, who said Lee’s
apartment had proper egress,
added, “Anna did not in any
way cause or contribute to the
fire, and she will vigorously de­
fend any allegations that she
had any responsibility for the
unfortunate circumstances
that resulted in the death of
Ms. Lee.”

Gateway officials did not re­
turn messages seeking their
comment.

Gateway, which specializes
in student rental housing, is
the same Allston company that
rented 84 Linden St . to a
group of undergraduates be­
fore a fire tore through the
house in January 2012. That
blaze forced Josh Goldenberg,
a Boston University student, to
jump from a third­floor win­
dow. He suffered major head
trauma and neurological prob­
lems that linger. Goldenberg
and another BU student in­
jured in the fire filed a lawsuit
against the landlords and
Gateway and recently settled 
the case.

Although the Suffolk dis­
trict attorney’s office has com­
pleted its investigation of the
fire at 87 Linden St. with the
help of Boston police and fire
officials, the legal review is still
ongoing, according to Jake
Wark, a spokesman for the dis­
trict attorney, Daniel F. Conley.
He had no timeline for when a
determination would be made
on whether the prosecutor’s of­
fice would pursue charges.

During an interview with
the Globe earlier this year, Bos­
ton Fire Lieutenant Thomas
Murray, one of the depart­

ment’s investigators, said Lee’s
apartment did not have a sec­
ond means of egress because a
living room shown on building
plans with a sliding glass door
to an outdoor deck had been
converted into a bedroom.

“On paper there were two
means of egress,” Murray said.
“In reality, it was a bedroom.”

The house at 87 Linden St.,
which listed six bedrooms in
building plans with the city,
had been converted to have 12
bedrooms. At the time of the
fire, they were being shared by
14 residents, including three
people who lived in basement
spaces that city inspectors had
cited as illegal in 2001, before
Belokurova owned the proper­
ty.

A prior owner had convert­
ed it to a two­family home af­
ter a fire in the 1990s, splitting
up the building in an unusual
way by blocking off the central
staircase that once connected
the first and second floors.

Lee and her housemates

nicknamed these stairs “the
Pit,” and discussed filling the
area with plastic balls to make
a play space like at a Chuck E.
Cheese’s restaurant. Instead,
they used it as storage for box­
es, scuba gear, a snowboard,
and vinyl records.

The fire appears to have
started in the Pit and moved
quickly through the wood­
frame home.

The Fire Department con­
cluded that the cause was “un­
intentional, careless disposal
of smoking materials,” but res­
ident s deny that anyone
smoked in the house the night
before the blaze.

When Lee and her friends
moved into the house in the
fall of 2012, Belokurova had
just emerged from bankruptcy
protection after years of finan­
cial distress. The landlord had
purchased properties in All­
ston and other neighborhoods
during the real estate boom,
but her huge loans had fallen
into default.

The city was aware of prob­
lems at the property back in
2000, according to records
from its Inspectional Services
Department. And in inter­
views, former tenants cited
heating and electrical issues
that had plagued the building
for years after Belokurova pur­
chased it in 2002. One student
tenant reported fleeing after
dealing with heating, electri­
cal, and water problems, bro­
ken stairs, and then an alleged
assault by a repairman.

An appraisal of the house
filed in March 2011 as part of
the bankruptcy proceedings
involving Belokurova stated
that 87 Linden had “accrued a
more­than­average amount of
physical depreciation. Several
windows, flooring, moldings,
appliances, fences, stairs,
stairways, and some siding
needs replacing, and also
needs electrical updating.”

Sevag Birindjian, who mar­
ried Belokurova in 2007, said
he used to visit the properties

she owned, and tried to fix
some problems and discuss
making improvements, includ­
ing for 87 Linden St.

“She talked about putting a
door to come out to a balcony
and stairs that would bring
you from the third floor to the
second. It would have been
$6,000 or $7,000, and it’s too
much, she said, and she decid­
ed not to do it,” Birindjian
said.

The couple separated sever­
al years ago, he said, but went
to 87 Linden together after
learning of the fire.

They then went to a nearby
off ice, he said, where Be­
lokurova met with her insur­
ance adjuster and several oth­
er people involved in the real
estate business, and talked
about making an insurance
claim.

In the days after the fire,
city inspectors issued citations
to Belokurova for running an
illegal rooming house, and not
having permits to create bed­
rooms in the basement.

However, the city agency
never followed up with com­
plaints in Housing Court be­
cause building permits were
obtained for work to rehabili­
tate the property, according to
Lisa Timberlake, a spokes­
woman for the Inspectional
Services Department.

Despite Boston Mayor Mar­
ty Walsh’s vow to crack down
on scofflaw landlords after the
Spotlight Team’s “Shadow
Campus’’ series, his newly ap­
pointed commissioner of in­
spectional services said he
would not pursue charges
against Belokurova.

“I have no plans to go back
and try to forensically look
back at what happened,” said
William “Buddy” Christopher
Jr., who became the depart­
ment’s director after the Spot­
light Team report was pub­
lished in May.

“It’s not something on my
desk to be reviewed,’' Christo­
pher said. “I’m dealing with
the violations in front of me.”

Jenn Abelson can be reached at
jenn.abelson@globe.com.

BU student’s family prepares to sue landlord in fatal fire

In a field straddling Water­
town and Waltham, a new tra­
peze school is teaching poten­
tial circus performers and
stressed­out 9­to­5 workers
how to release and soar. It is
one of a few such schools in the
area, including one in Brattle­
boro and another in Reading.

Most students at Revolu­
tion Trapeze are not acrobats,
but the school’s owners say
they have about a 90 percent
success rate in getting people
to perform basic maneuvers af­
ter one class.

“Beginner trapeze is like a
giant game of ‘Simon Says,’ ”
said Jon Wells, co­owner of the
school.

New students have to focus
and listen to instructors at all
times, he said. Physical fitness
is not especially important.
Technical knowledge is irrele­
vant.

Rich Ridolfo, another co­
owner of Revolution Trapeze,
said he has taught people rang­
ing in age from 2 to the mid­
80s. He started taking trapeze
classes five years ago in Cali­
fornia, though he describes
himself as the “least athletic
person on the planet.”

“Anyone who has gone to a
circus looks at it and says,
‘Wow, that’s amazing. I could
never do that,’ ” he said.

Wells, who got into circus
performing as a student at the
University of New Hampshire
in 2002, opened Revolution
Trapeze in June along with
Ridolfo after a two­year search
for a site. They are still looking
for an indoor facility, but for
now, they said, the field behind
historic Gore Place will do.

They have a custom trapeze
rig , which Wells said cost
about $30,000, a red trailer, a
canopy tent, and little else.
Students pull their cars onto
the grass, and — depending on
skill level — grab a harness be­
fore climbing 20 feet on a nar­
row ladder to the trapeze bar.

They are almost always ter­
rified, which instructors say is
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probably the appropriate re­
sponse.

“I fought MMA [mixed­
martial arts] professionally,
and I was a little scared up
there,” said Mark Raposo, a
brawny 33­year­old from
Revere who wore an X­Men
T­shirt to class one recent
weekend.

“Fear is healthy,” said Wen­
dy Kinal, a Revolution Trapeze
instructor. “You need it to be
safe.”

New students hang their
toes off the edge of the plat­
form and wait, their bodies
tense with what­ifs. When the
instructor yells, “Hop,” they
jump. A thin white bar is the
only thing left to hold onto.

Brendan Asquith, 31, a
sixth­grade math and science
teacher in Chelmsford, re­
called swinging from tree
limbs as a child.

“This would have been my
dream when I was 10,” he said.

Ashley Asquith, 27, Bren­
dan’s wife, caught on quickly
to the program. Her trick, she
said, was to “just zone out and

do the commands.”
A single beginner’s class

lasts about two hours and costs
$49. Instructors show new stu­
dents how to hang from the
bar by their knees and how to

dismount. By the end of the
class, most people manage to
swing up to a veteran acrobat,
who catches them while hang­
ing from a bar.

Both Asquiths successfully

completed two catches in their
first session.

More advanced students,
such as Frazer, perform tricki­
er maneuvers and catches. She
first tried trapeze about 30
years ago during a family vaca­
tion in the Bahamas. After a
long hiatus, Frazer said, she 
now goes about once a week.

The catch — “like getting
that Olympic gold medal” —
might be the best part, she
said. Or maybe it is the release.

“Whatever stuff is going on
in your life, you have to let go
of it,” she said. Sometimes,
Frazer said, she can feel herself
shedding burdens on the bar.

“I just relax and fly,” she
said.

After her last successful
catch on a recent Sunday, Fraz­
er paced and glistened with
sweat.

“I’ve often said I should
wear one of those heart rate
monitors,” she said. “It must be
like 250 right now.”

Yet she remained oddly
calm and soon was sitting,
tired and drained by another
day on the ropes. Just one
move remained, Frazer said.

“I’ll probably go home and
have a cold beer.”

Zachary T. Sampson can be
reached at zachary.sampson
@globe.com. Follow him on
Twitter @ZackSampson.

Amateurs soar at trapeze school in Watertown

BOSTON FIRE DEPARTMENT/FILE

Boston firefighters secured the residence at 87 Linden St. in Allston after battling a fire
that took the life of Boston University student Binland Lee, 22, on April 28, 2013.
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Frazer enjoys
soaring through the
air in a safety
harness at Gore
Place, near the
Waltham line. “I
just relax and fly,”
she said.
Revolution Trapeze
students have to
focus and listen to
instructors at all
times, but physical
fitness is not
especially
important.

‘You get to be
Peter Pan. You
never have to grow
up, and you fly
through the air.’
EILEEN FRAZER, 65
New Hampshire resident,
shown at left returning the
safety line to instructor Wendy
Kinal

Family prepares to sue landlord in 
fatal fire

BU student Bindland Lee was trapped in Allston building’s attic

By Jenn Abelson
globe staff

The family of a 22-year-old Boston University student who died in a fire last year after 
getting trapped in her attic bedroom is filing a lawsuit against the land-
lord and brokers, accusing them of renting an illegal apartment with 
insufficient exits and a faulty fire-alarm system.

The wrongful death suit, which is expected to be filed Wednesday 
in Suffolk Superior Court, comes three months after the Globe’s Spot-
light Team published a detailed reconstruction of that terrifying morn-
ing in Allston when Binland Lee’s last screams were heard as her fellow 
tenants jumped out of third-floor windows at 87 Linden St.

The Spotlight investigation revealed persistent problems at the 
overcrowded house and the failure of key individuals — from the build-
ing’s past and present owners to city regulators — to do much about 
them. When Lee, a marine science major from Brooklyn, moved into the building in 2012, 
landlord Anna Belokurova was renting out nearly every space as a bedroom, leaving the ten-
ants on the third floor with only one way out, down a flight of stairs. On April 28, 2013, those 
stairs were blocked by surging smoke and flames.

The first warning people on the third floor received of the approaching inferno was when 
the smoke detector on the ceiling of the attic’s common hallway was activated, according to 
the lawsuit. By the time the alarm went off, thick smoke and heat made it impossible to use 
the stairs to escape.

The apartment did not comply with the building code because there were not two means 
of egress, and the fire-detection system, which did not have a required city permit, either 
malfunctioned or was not interconnected in accordance with the law so that an early warning 
would sound on the upper floors, according to the complaint to be filed by Albert L. Farrah Jr., 
an attorney for the Lee family.

“Had that second means of egress been in place — and it was not — and had a properly 
outfitted, properly operating fire alarm system been in operation the occupants of the top floor 
bedrooms would have had time to escape to safety,’’ the complaint says.

Lee’s family has been devastated by her death. The lawsuit was filed by her father, Wah 
Lee, representing her estate.

“I miss my daughter Binland so much,” Xu Mei Kwong, a Chinese seamstress, said of her 
only child. “I do not feel good every day.”

The five residents and guests who escaped by leaping from third-story windows were 
treated for various injuries, including smoke inhalation, a fractured back, a sprained ankle, 
and an injured wrist. After the fire was brought under control, Lee was found a few feet from 
her bedroom window with burns over 99 percent of her body, the lawsuit said. The official 
cause of death was smoke inhalation.

Several individuals are named as defendants in the wrongful death suit, including Be-
lokurova, the property owner, as well as the Gateway Real Estate Group, which rented the 
apartment to Lee and six housemates and, according to the complaint, should have known 
about the problems.

Frank L. Fragomeni Jr., a lawyer representing Belokurova, said the circumstances sur-
rounding the fatal fire were thoroughly investigated by public and private professionals, and 
“the investigation has confirmed that the building and all of its systems, including the smoke/
fire detectors therein, were in full compliance with all building/fire protection/life safety codes 

Wednesday is the
last day to register to
vote in the Sept. 9
party primary elec­

tion. Not
regis­
tered? Ar­
en’t sure
whether
you’re still

enrolled? You can
register online
through the secre­
tary of the common­
wealth’s website,
www.sec.state.
ma.us, or at your lo­
cal city or town
clerk’s office; many
will be open late.
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State’s robocalls over old debts widely denounced

Genzyme’s pill for Gaucher gets FDA approval

Vendors frustrated as Demoulas talks drag on

As we toured Beacon Hill
the other day, Christine
Griffin’s narration from her
wheelchair made it clear
that when it comes to ob­
stacles for the disabled, my
vision is impaired.

Buckling bricks. Cracked
pavement. Sloppily con­

structed curb cuts. A lamp post, just feet
from the back wall of the State House,
plopped down in the middle of the sidewalk.

No problem for me. No problem for most
of us. But Chris shook her head as she
squeezed by. “Clearly illegal,’’ she said. And
she should know. She’s the executive direc­
tor of the Disability Law Center, whose offic­
es are in the neighborhood.

When we got to the intersection of Mount
Vernon and Walnut streets, she threw up
her hands. “Well, I’ve got nowhere to go
here,’’ she said.

She was right. No curb cut. No ramp. No
access.

If the swells on Beacon Hill succeed in
their clueless courtroom challenge, people
like Chris Griffin will have to wait a long
time to cross this street.

Then a strange thing happened right
there on the south slope of Beacon Hill.
Chris, a tough and funny lawyer, began to
shed tears. “Some of the anger and vitriol
from them being forced to comply with fed­
eral law in their little haven up here is just
remarkable,’’ she said.

Remarkable. Yes. The Beacon Hill Civic
Association has gone to court. They are up
in arms because Mayor Martin J. Walsh is
sending the jackhammers into their tony en­
clave and, you see, it’s impairing the area’s
“unique and irreplaceable historic nature.’’

Picture Thurston Howell III, peering
from his third­floor solarium window, tut­
tutting to his wife: “Lovey, that concrete is
clashing with the curtains!’’

That may be funny if it wasn’t so sad.
Keeta Gilmore, board chairwoman of the

civic group, insists that the neighborhood
really, really wants to make Beacon Hill ac­
cessible. But the materials “are inappropri­
ate.’’ Too much concrete. Not enough brick.
“We would prefer that they hadn’t started
construction,’’ she said.

Oh, really? Tell that to people like Patrick
Downes and Jessica Kensky, the courageous
couple who each lost their left leg below the
knee in the Boston Marathon bombing.

Like everybody, Jess and Patrick appreci­
ate efforts to preserve Boston’s architectural
integrity and beauty. Beacon Hill under a
blanket of freshly fallen snow is a beautiful
thing worthy of a Currier & Ives engraving.

But what’s happening now is more like
Edvard Munch’s “The Scream.’’

“I feel like a community can be judged on
how it treats its injured and its less fortu­
nate, and do they really want to be a com­
munity that values curb cuts over the digni­
ty of people,’’ Jess told me. “Because that’s
the message they’re sending.’’

“It’s embarrassing,’’ Patrick added. “They
make this argument about maintaining the
Colonial­era beauty. I’d like to think that
Sam Adams would be more welcoming and
say we’ve got to make a change here to make
sure people can access the beauty of Beacon
Hill.’’

Here are the four truest words of Marty
Walsh’s young mayoralty: “This is just ridic­
ulous.’’ He said that to me over the phone.

Can you imagine the meeting where a
group of smart, educated, supposedly cul­
tured people sat around a conference table
and decided it would be a great idea to take
the city to court in the name of blocking
progress for the disabled?

So let’s sketch out their recovery in three
easy parts. One, drop the lawsuit. Two, say
goodbye to your public relations consul­
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Not a beacon
for empathy
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The family of a 22­year­old Boston
University student who died in a fire
last year after getting trapped in her
attic bedroom is fil ing a lawsuit
against the landlord and brokers, ac­
cusing them of renting an illegal apart­
ment with insufficient exits and a
faulty fire­alarm system.

The wrongful death suit, which is
expected to be filed Wednesday in Suf­
folk Superior Court, comes three

months after the Globe’s Spotlight
Team published a detailed reconstruc­
tion of that terrifying morning in All­
ston when Binland Lee’s last screams
were heard as her fellow tenants
jumped out of third­floor windows at
87 Linden St.

The Spotlight investigation re­
vealed persistent problems at the over­
crowded house and the failure of key
individuals — from the building’s past
and present owners to city regulators
— to do much about them. When Lee,

a marine science major from Brooklyn,
moved into the building in 2012, land­
lord Anna Belokurova was renting out
nearly every space as a bedroom, leav­
ing the tenants on the third floor with
only one way out, down a flight of
stairs. On April 28, 2013, those stairs
were blocked by surging smoke and
flames.

The first warning people on the
third floor received of the approaching
inferno was when the smoke detector

LAWSUIT, Page B4

Family prepares to sue landlord in fatal fire
BU student Binland Lee was trapped in Allston building’s attic

Binland Lee, in the
fall of 2012.

By Shelley Murphy
and Kay Lazar

GLOBE STAFF

State regulators rejected a
medical marijuana company’s
bid to open dispensaries in Bos­
ton and Worcester for allegedly
misrepresenting support from lo­
cal leaders, but now state and
city officials are pleading the
company’s case.

In letters urging the state to
reverse its denial of Good Chem­
istry of Massachusetts’ dispensa­
ry in Worcester, the mayor, a city
councilor, and six state legisla­
tors wrote that the company has
broad support in the city and is
being unfairly penalized.

In Boston, City Council Presi­
dent Bill Linehan also wrote a let­
ter to the state in June support­
ing Good Chemistry’s plans for a
dispensary in the city. On Tues­
day, he said he stands by that
support even though state health
officials have announced that the
company was eliminated.

“They seem like a qualified
group to be in my district,” Line­
han said during a telephone in­
terview.
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Bid to
dispense
picks up
support
Rejectedmarijuana
firm gains backers

By Zachary T. Sampson
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

W
ATERTOWN — It is 20 feet up to the thin
red board that serves as a launch pad for the
flying trapeze. But the mental space in
which the mind does its gymnastics is
boundless, always reaching the same end:

This is a bad idea.
Never mind the trained instructors with harness lines and

the small troupe of cheering classmates. Never mind the safe­
ty net, 8 feet off the ground.

Trapeze is not meant for novices; fear is. At least until the
aspiring fliers let go of everything but the bar.

“You get to be Peter Pan,” said Eileen Frazer, 65, of Ports­
mouth, N.H. “You never have to grow up, and you fly through
the air.”

TRAPEZE, Page B4

FLYINGHIGH
Trapeze

schools give
amateurs
a rare

opportunity
to soar

through the
air, escape

life pressures

ZACK WITTMAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Ashley Asquith let go of the trapeze bar as she performed a backflip at Gore Place in Watertown.

By David Scharfenberg
GLOBE STAFF

State Treasurer Steve Grossman slammed At­
torney General Martha Coakley for her settlement
of a case involving a politically connected lobbying
firm and for her record of hiring minorities, as
they sparred in a Democratic gubernatorial debate
at Stonehill College Tuesday night.

Grossman, who trails Coakley by a wide margin
in the polls with just three weeks to go before the
Democratic primary, argued the attorney general
should have pressed for a larger settlement in a
case involving the Brennan Group, which alleged­
ly collected $370,000 in improper lobbying fees

DEBATE, Page B3

Grossman hits Coakley on deal, hiring
Gubernatorial hopefuls
spar as primary nears

Time is
running out

BARRY CHIN/GLOBE STAFF

Democrats Donald Berwick (left), Martha Coakley, and Steve
Grossman debated Tuesday at Stonehill College.
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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.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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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
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on the ceiling of the attic’s
common hallway was activat­
ed, according to the lawsuit.
By the time the alarm went off,
thick smoke and heat made it
impossible to use the stairs to
escape.

The apartment did not
comply with the building code
because there were not two
means of egress, and the fire­
detection system, which did
not have a required city per­
mit, either malfunctioned or
was not interconnected in ac­
cordance with the law so that
an early warning would sound
on the upper floors, according
to the complaint to be filed by
Albert L. Farrah Jr., an attor­
ney for the Lee family.

“Had that second means of
egress been in place — and it
was not — and had a properly
outfitted, properly operating
fire alarm system been in oper­
ation the occupants of the top
floor bedrooms would have
had time to escape to safety,’’
the complaint says.

Lee’s family has been devas­
tated by her death. The lawsuit
was filed by her father, Wah
Lee, representing her estate.

“I miss my daughter Bin­
land so much,” Xu Mei Kwong,
a Chinese seamstress, said of
her only child. “I do not feel
good every day.”

The f ive res idents and
guests who escaped by leaping
from third­story windows
were treated for various inju­
ries, including smoke inhala­
t ion , a f rac tured back , a
sprained ankle, and an injured
wr i s t . A f t e r the f i r e was
brought under control, Lee
was found a few feet from her
bedroom window with burns
over 99 percent of her body,
the lawsuit said. The official
cause of death was smoke in­
halation.

Several individuals are
named as defendants in the
wrongful death suit, including
Belokurova, the property own­
er, as well as the Gateway Real
Estate Group, which rented
the apartment to Lee and six
housemates and, according to

uLAWSUIT
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the complaint, should have
known about the problems.

Frank L. Fragomeni Jr., a
lawyer representing Belokuro­
va, said the circumstances sur­
rounding the fatal fire were
thoroughly investigated by
public and private profession­
als, and “the investigation has
confirmed that the building
and all of its systems, includ­
ing the smoke/fire detectors
therein, were in full compli­
ance with all building/fire pro­
tection/life safety codes and
regulations.”

Fragomeni, who said Lee’s
apartment had proper egress,
added, “Anna did not in any
way cause or contribute to the
fire, and she will vigorously de­
fend any allegations that she
had any responsibility for the
unfortunate circumstances
that resulted in the death of
Ms. Lee.”

Gateway officials did not re­
turn messages seeking their
comment.

Gateway, which specializes
in student rental housing, is
the same Allston company that
rented 84 Linden St . to a
group of undergraduates be­
fore a fire tore through the
house in January 2012. That
blaze forced Josh Goldenberg,
a Boston University student, to
jump from a third­floor win­
dow. He suffered major head
trauma and neurological prob­
lems that linger. Goldenberg
and another BU student in­
jured in the fire filed a lawsuit
against the landlords and
Gateway and recently settled 
the case.

Although the Suffolk dis­
trict attorney’s office has com­
pleted its investigation of the
fire at 87 Linden St. with the
help of Boston police and fire
officials, the legal review is still
ongoing, according to Jake
Wark, a spokesman for the dis­
trict attorney, Daniel F. Conley.
He had no timeline for when a
determination would be made
on whether the prosecutor’s of­
fice would pursue charges.

During an interview with
the Globe earlier this year, Bos­
ton Fire Lieutenant Thomas
Murray, one of the depart­

ment’s investigators, said Lee’s
apartment did not have a sec­
ond means of egress because a
living room shown on building
plans with a sliding glass door
to an outdoor deck had been
converted into a bedroom.

“On paper there were two
means of egress,” Murray said.
“In reality, it was a bedroom.”

The house at 87 Linden St.,
which listed six bedrooms in
building plans with the city,
had been converted to have 12
bedrooms. At the time of the
fire, they were being shared by
14 residents, including three
people who lived in basement
spaces that city inspectors had
cited as illegal in 2001, before
Belokurova owned the proper­
ty.

A prior owner had convert­
ed it to a two­family home af­
ter a fire in the 1990s, splitting
up the building in an unusual
way by blocking off the central
staircase that once connected
the first and second floors.

Lee and her housemates

nicknamed these stairs “the
Pit,” and discussed filling the
area with plastic balls to make
a play space like at a Chuck E.
Cheese’s restaurant. Instead,
they used it as storage for box­
es, scuba gear, a snowboard,
and vinyl records.

The fire appears to have
started in the Pit and moved
quickly through the wood­
frame home.

The Fire Department con­
cluded that the cause was “un­
intentional, careless disposal
of smoking materials,” but res­
ident s deny that anyone
smoked in the house the night
before the blaze.

When Lee and her friends
moved into the house in the
fall of 2012, Belokurova had
just emerged from bankruptcy
protection after years of finan­
cial distress. The landlord had
purchased properties in All­
ston and other neighborhoods
during the real estate boom,
but her huge loans had fallen
into default.

The city was aware of prob­
lems at the property back in
2000, according to records
from its Inspectional Services
Department. And in inter­
views, former tenants cited
heating and electrical issues
that had plagued the building
for years after Belokurova pur­
chased it in 2002. One student
tenant reported fleeing after
dealing with heating, electri­
cal, and water problems, bro­
ken stairs, and then an alleged
assault by a repairman.

An appraisal of the house
filed in March 2011 as part of
the bankruptcy proceedings
involving Belokurova stated
that 87 Linden had “accrued a
more­than­average amount of
physical depreciation. Several
windows, flooring, moldings,
appliances, fences, stairs,
stairways, and some siding
needs replacing, and also
needs electrical updating.”

Sevag Birindjian, who mar­
ried Belokurova in 2007, said
he used to visit the properties

she owned, and tried to fix
some problems and discuss
making improvements, includ­
ing for 87 Linden St.

“She talked about putting a
door to come out to a balcony
and stairs that would bring
you from the third floor to the
second. It would have been
$6,000 or $7,000, and it’s too
much, she said, and she decid­
ed not to do it,” Birindjian
said.

The couple separated sever­
al years ago, he said, but went
to 87 Linden together after
learning of the fire.

They then went to a nearby
off ice, he said, where Be­
lokurova met with her insur­
ance adjuster and several oth­
er people involved in the real
estate business, and talked
about making an insurance
claim.

In the days after the fire,
city inspectors issued citations
to Belokurova for running an
illegal rooming house, and not
having permits to create bed­
rooms in the basement.

However, the city agency
never followed up with com­
plaints in Housing Court be­
cause building permits were
obtained for work to rehabili­
tate the property, according to
Lisa Timberlake, a spokes­
woman for the Inspectional
Services Department.

Despite Boston Mayor Mar­
ty Walsh’s vow to crack down
on scofflaw landlords after the
Spotlight Team’s “Shadow
Campus’’ series, his newly ap­
pointed commissioner of in­
spectional services said he
would not pursue charges
against Belokurova.

“I have no plans to go back
and try to forensically look
back at what happened,” said
William “Buddy” Christopher
Jr., who became the depart­
ment’s director after the Spot­
light Team report was pub­
lished in May.

“It’s not something on my
desk to be reviewed,’' Christo­
pher said. “I’m dealing with
the violations in front of me.”

Jenn Abelson can be reached at
jenn.abelson@globe.com.

BU student’s family prepares to sue landlord in fatal fire

In a field straddling Water­
town and Waltham, a new tra­
peze school is teaching poten­
tial circus performers and
stressed­out 9­to­5 workers
how to release and soar. It is
one of a few such schools in the
area, including one in Brattle­
boro and another in Reading.

Most students at Revolu­
tion Trapeze are not acrobats,
but the school’s owners say
they have about a 90 percent
success rate in getting people
to perform basic maneuvers af­
ter one class.

“Beginner trapeze is like a
giant game of ‘Simon Says,’ ”
said Jon Wells, co­owner of the
school.

New students have to focus
and listen to instructors at all
times, he said. Physical fitness
is not especially important.
Technical knowledge is irrele­
vant.

Rich Ridolfo, another co­
owner of Revolution Trapeze,
said he has taught people rang­
ing in age from 2 to the mid­
80s. He started taking trapeze
classes five years ago in Cali­
fornia, though he describes
himself as the “least athletic
person on the planet.”

“Anyone who has gone to a
circus looks at it and says,
‘Wow, that’s amazing. I could
never do that,’ ” he said.

Wells, who got into circus
performing as a student at the
University of New Hampshire
in 2002, opened Revolution
Trapeze in June along with
Ridolfo after a two­year search
for a site. They are still looking
for an indoor facility, but for
now, they said, the field behind
historic Gore Place will do.

They have a custom trapeze
rig , which Wells said cost
about $30,000, a red trailer, a
canopy tent, and little else.
Students pull their cars onto
the grass, and — depending on
skill level — grab a harness be­
fore climbing 20 feet on a nar­
row ladder to the trapeze bar.

They are almost always ter­
rified, which instructors say is

uTRAPEZE
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probably the appropriate re­
sponse.

“I fought MMA [mixed­
martial arts] professionally,
and I was a little scared up
there,” said Mark Raposo, a
brawny 33­year­old from
Revere who wore an X­Men
T­shirt to class one recent
weekend.

“Fear is healthy,” said Wen­
dy Kinal, a Revolution Trapeze
instructor. “You need it to be
safe.”

New students hang their
toes off the edge of the plat­
form and wait, their bodies
tense with what­ifs. When the
instructor yells, “Hop,” they
jump. A thin white bar is the
only thing left to hold onto.

Brendan Asquith, 31, a
sixth­grade math and science
teacher in Chelmsford, re­
called swinging from tree
limbs as a child.

“This would have been my
dream when I was 10,” he said.

Ashley Asquith, 27, Bren­
dan’s wife, caught on quickly
to the program. Her trick, she
said, was to “just zone out and

do the commands.”
A single beginner’s class

lasts about two hours and costs
$49. Instructors show new stu­
dents how to hang from the
bar by their knees and how to

dismount. By the end of the
class, most people manage to
swing up to a veteran acrobat,
who catches them while hang­
ing from a bar.

Both Asquiths successfully

completed two catches in their
first session.

More advanced students,
such as Frazer, perform tricki­
er maneuvers and catches. She
first tried trapeze about 30
years ago during a family vaca­
tion in the Bahamas. After a
long hiatus, Frazer said, she 
now goes about once a week.

The catch — “like getting
that Olympic gold medal” —
might be the best part, she
said. Or maybe it is the release.

“Whatever stuff is going on
in your life, you have to let go
of it,” she said. Sometimes,
Frazer said, she can feel herself
shedding burdens on the bar.

“I just relax and fly,” she
said.

After her last successful
catch on a recent Sunday, Fraz­
er paced and glistened with
sweat.

“I’ve often said I should
wear one of those heart rate
monitors,” she said. “It must be
like 250 right now.”

Yet she remained oddly
calm and soon was sitting,
tired and drained by another
day on the ropes. Just one
move remained, Frazer said.

“I’ll probably go home and
have a cold beer.”

Zachary T. Sampson can be
reached at zachary.sampson
@globe.com. Follow him on
Twitter @ZackSampson.

Amateurs soar at trapeze school in Watertown

BOSTON FIRE DEPARTMENT/FILE

Boston firefighters secured the residence at 87 Linden St. in Allston after battling a fire
that took the life of Boston University student Binland Lee, 22, on April 28, 2013.

PHOTOS BY ZACK WITTMAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Frazer enjoys
soaring through the
air in a safety
harness at Gore
Place, near the
Waltham line. “I
just relax and fly,”
she said.
Revolution Trapeze
students have to
focus and listen to
instructors at all
times, but physical
fitness is not
especially
important.

‘You get to be
Peter Pan. You
never have to grow
up, and you fly
through the air.’
EILEEN FRAZER, 65
New Hampshire resident,
shown at left returning the
safety line to instructor Wendy
Kinal

and regulations.”
Fragomeni, who said Lee’s apartment had proper egress, added, “Anna did not in any way 

cause or contribute to the fire, and she will vigorously defend any allegations that she had any 
responsibility for the unfortunate circumstances that resulted in the death of Ms. Lee.”

Gateway officials did not return messages seeking their comment.
Gateway, which specializes in student rental housing, is the same Allston company that 

rented 84 Linden St. to a group of undergraduates before a fire tore through the house in 
January 2012. That blaze forced Josh Goldenberg, a Boston University student, to jump from 
a third-floor window. He suffered major head trauma and neurological problems that linger. 
Goldenberg and another BU student injured in the fire filed a lawsuit against the landlords 
and Gateway and recently settled the case.

Although the Suffolk district attorney’s office has completed its investigation of the fire at 
87 Linden St. with the help of Boston police and fire officials, the legal review is still ongoing, 
according to Jake Wark, a spokesman for the district attorney, Daniel F. Conley. He had no 
timeline for when a determination would be made on whether the prosecutor’s office would 
pursue charges.

During an interview with the Globe earlier this year, Boston Fire Lieutenant Thomas Mur-
ray, one of the department’s investigators, said Lee’s apartment did not have a second means 
of egress because a living room shown on building plans with a sliding glass door to an out-
door deck had been converted into a bedroom.

“On paper there were two means of egress,” Murray said. “In reality, it was a bedroom.”
The house at 87 Linden St., which listed six bedrooms in building plans with the city, had 

been converted to have 12 bedrooms. At the time of the fire, they were being shared by 14 
residents, including three people who lived in basement spaces that city inspectors had cited 
as illegal in 2001, before Belokurova owned the property.

A prior owner had converted it to a two-family home after a fire in the 1990s, splitting up 
the building in an unusual way by blocking off the central staircase that once connected the 
first and second floors.

Lee and her housemates nicknamed these stairs “the Pit,” and discussed filling the area 
with plastic balls to make a play space like at a Chuck E. Cheese’s restaurant. Instead, they 
used it as storage for boxes, scuba gear, a snowboard, and vinyl records.

The fire appears to have started in the Pit and moved quickly through the wood-frame 
home.
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on the ceiling of the attic’s
common hallway was activat­
ed, according to the lawsuit.
By the time the alarm went off,
thick smoke and heat made it
impossible to use the stairs to
escape.

The apartment did not
comply with the building code
because there were not two
means of egress, and the fire­
detection system, which did
not have a required city per­
mit, either malfunctioned or
was not interconnected in ac­
cordance with the law so that
an early warning would sound
on the upper floors, according
to the complaint to be filed by
Albert L. Farrah Jr., an attor­
ney for the Lee family.

“Had that second means of
egress been in place — and it
was not — and had a properly
outfitted, properly operating
fire alarm system been in oper­
ation the occupants of the top
floor bedrooms would have
had time to escape to safety,’’
the complaint says.

Lee’s family has been devas­
tated by her death. The lawsuit
was filed by her father, Wah
Lee, representing her estate.

“I miss my daughter Bin­
land so much,” Xu Mei Kwong,
a Chinese seamstress, said of
her only child. “I do not feel
good every day.”

The f ive res idents and
guests who escaped by leaping
from third­story windows
were treated for various inju­
ries, including smoke inhala­
t ion , a f rac tured back , a
sprained ankle, and an injured
wr i s t . A f t e r the f i r e was
brought under control, Lee
was found a few feet from her
bedroom window with burns
over 99 percent of her body,
the lawsuit said. The official
cause of death was smoke in­
halation.

Several individuals are
named as defendants in the
wrongful death suit, including
Belokurova, the property own­
er, as well as the Gateway Real
Estate Group, which rented
the apartment to Lee and six
housemates and, according to
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the complaint, should have
known about the problems.

Frank L. Fragomeni Jr., a
lawyer representing Belokuro­
va, said the circumstances sur­
rounding the fatal fire were
thoroughly investigated by
public and private profession­
als, and “the investigation has
confirmed that the building
and all of its systems, includ­
ing the smoke/fire detectors
therein, were in full compli­
ance with all building/fire pro­
tection/life safety codes and
regulations.”

Fragomeni, who said Lee’s
apartment had proper egress,
added, “Anna did not in any
way cause or contribute to the
fire, and she will vigorously de­
fend any allegations that she
had any responsibility for the
unfortunate circumstances
that resulted in the death of
Ms. Lee.”

Gateway officials did not re­
turn messages seeking their
comment.

Gateway, which specializes
in student rental housing, is
the same Allston company that
rented 84 Linden St . to a
group of undergraduates be­
fore a fire tore through the
house in January 2012. That
blaze forced Josh Goldenberg,
a Boston University student, to
jump from a third­floor win­
dow. He suffered major head
trauma and neurological prob­
lems that linger. Goldenberg
and another BU student in­
jured in the fire filed a lawsuit
against the landlords and
Gateway and recently settled 
the case.

Although the Suffolk dis­
trict attorney’s office has com­
pleted its investigation of the
fire at 87 Linden St. with the
help of Boston police and fire
officials, the legal review is still
ongoing, according to Jake
Wark, a spokesman for the dis­
trict attorney, Daniel F. Conley.
He had no timeline for when a
determination would be made
on whether the prosecutor’s of­
fice would pursue charges.

During an interview with
the Globe earlier this year, Bos­
ton Fire Lieutenant Thomas
Murray, one of the depart­

ment’s investigators, said Lee’s
apartment did not have a sec­
ond means of egress because a
living room shown on building
plans with a sliding glass door
to an outdoor deck had been
converted into a bedroom.

“On paper there were two
means of egress,” Murray said.
“In reality, it was a bedroom.”

The house at 87 Linden St.,
which listed six bedrooms in
building plans with the city,
had been converted to have 12
bedrooms. At the time of the
fire, they were being shared by
14 residents, including three
people who lived in basement
spaces that city inspectors had
cited as illegal in 2001, before
Belokurova owned the proper­
ty.

A prior owner had convert­
ed it to a two­family home af­
ter a fire in the 1990s, splitting
up the building in an unusual
way by blocking off the central
staircase that once connected
the first and second floors.

Lee and her housemates

nicknamed these stairs “the
Pit,” and discussed filling the
area with plastic balls to make
a play space like at a Chuck E.
Cheese’s restaurant. Instead,
they used it as storage for box­
es, scuba gear, a snowboard,
and vinyl records.

The fire appears to have
started in the Pit and moved
quickly through the wood­
frame home.

The Fire Department con­
cluded that the cause was “un­
intentional, careless disposal
of smoking materials,” but res­
ident s deny that anyone
smoked in the house the night
before the blaze.

When Lee and her friends
moved into the house in the
fall of 2012, Belokurova had
just emerged from bankruptcy
protection after years of finan­
cial distress. The landlord had
purchased properties in All­
ston and other neighborhoods
during the real estate boom,
but her huge loans had fallen
into default.

The city was aware of prob­
lems at the property back in
2000, according to records
from its Inspectional Services
Department. And in inter­
views, former tenants cited
heating and electrical issues
that had plagued the building
for years after Belokurova pur­
chased it in 2002. One student
tenant reported fleeing after
dealing with heating, electri­
cal, and water problems, bro­
ken stairs, and then an alleged
assault by a repairman.

An appraisal of the house
filed in March 2011 as part of
the bankruptcy proceedings
involving Belokurova stated
that 87 Linden had “accrued a
more­than­average amount of
physical depreciation. Several
windows, flooring, moldings,
appliances, fences, stairs,
stairways, and some siding
needs replacing, and also
needs electrical updating.”

Sevag Birindjian, who mar­
ried Belokurova in 2007, said
he used to visit the properties

she owned, and tried to fix
some problems and discuss
making improvements, includ­
ing for 87 Linden St.

“She talked about putting a
door to come out to a balcony
and stairs that would bring
you from the third floor to the
second. It would have been
$6,000 or $7,000, and it’s too
much, she said, and she decid­
ed not to do it,” Birindjian
said.

The couple separated sever­
al years ago, he said, but went
to 87 Linden together after
learning of the fire.

They then went to a nearby
off ice, he said, where Be­
lokurova met with her insur­
ance adjuster and several oth­
er people involved in the real
estate business, and talked
about making an insurance
claim.

In the days after the fire,
city inspectors issued citations
to Belokurova for running an
illegal rooming house, and not
having permits to create bed­
rooms in the basement.

However, the city agency
never followed up with com­
plaints in Housing Court be­
cause building permits were
obtained for work to rehabili­
tate the property, according to
Lisa Timberlake, a spokes­
woman for the Inspectional
Services Department.

Despite Boston Mayor Mar­
ty Walsh’s vow to crack down
on scofflaw landlords after the
Spotlight Team’s “Shadow
Campus’’ series, his newly ap­
pointed commissioner of in­
spectional services said he
would not pursue charges
against Belokurova.

“I have no plans to go back
and try to forensically look
back at what happened,” said
William “Buddy” Christopher
Jr., who became the depart­
ment’s director after the Spot­
light Team report was pub­
lished in May.

“It’s not something on my
desk to be reviewed,’' Christo­
pher said. “I’m dealing with
the violations in front of me.”

Jenn Abelson can be reached at
jenn.abelson@globe.com.

BU student’s family prepares to sue landlord in fatal fire

In a field straddling Water­
town and Waltham, a new tra­
peze school is teaching poten­
tial circus performers and
stressed­out 9­to­5 workers
how to release and soar. It is
one of a few such schools in the
area, including one in Brattle­
boro and another in Reading.

Most students at Revolu­
tion Trapeze are not acrobats,
but the school’s owners say
they have about a 90 percent
success rate in getting people
to perform basic maneuvers af­
ter one class.

“Beginner trapeze is like a
giant game of ‘Simon Says,’ ”
said Jon Wells, co­owner of the
school.

New students have to focus
and listen to instructors at all
times, he said. Physical fitness
is not especially important.
Technical knowledge is irrele­
vant.

Rich Ridolfo, another co­
owner of Revolution Trapeze,
said he has taught people rang­
ing in age from 2 to the mid­
80s. He started taking trapeze
classes five years ago in Cali­
fornia, though he describes
himself as the “least athletic
person on the planet.”

“Anyone who has gone to a
circus looks at it and says,
‘Wow, that’s amazing. I could
never do that,’ ” he said.

Wells, who got into circus
performing as a student at the
University of New Hampshire
in 2002, opened Revolution
Trapeze in June along with
Ridolfo after a two­year search
for a site. They are still looking
for an indoor facility, but for
now, they said, the field behind
historic Gore Place will do.

They have a custom trapeze
rig , which Wells said cost
about $30,000, a red trailer, a
canopy tent, and little else.
Students pull their cars onto
the grass, and — depending on
skill level — grab a harness be­
fore climbing 20 feet on a nar­
row ladder to the trapeze bar.

They are almost always ter­
rified, which instructors say is
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probably the appropriate re­
sponse.

“I fought MMA [mixed­
martial arts] professionally,
and I was a little scared up
there,” said Mark Raposo, a
brawny 33­year­old from
Revere who wore an X­Men
T­shirt to class one recent
weekend.

“Fear is healthy,” said Wen­
dy Kinal, a Revolution Trapeze
instructor. “You need it to be
safe.”

New students hang their
toes off the edge of the plat­
form and wait, their bodies
tense with what­ifs. When the
instructor yells, “Hop,” they
jump. A thin white bar is the
only thing left to hold onto.

Brendan Asquith, 31, a
sixth­grade math and science
teacher in Chelmsford, re­
called swinging from tree
limbs as a child.

“This would have been my
dream when I was 10,” he said.

Ashley Asquith, 27, Bren­
dan’s wife, caught on quickly
to the program. Her trick, she
said, was to “just zone out and

do the commands.”
A single beginner’s class

lasts about two hours and costs
$49. Instructors show new stu­
dents how to hang from the
bar by their knees and how to

dismount. By the end of the
class, most people manage to
swing up to a veteran acrobat,
who catches them while hang­
ing from a bar.

Both Asquiths successfully

completed two catches in their
first session.

More advanced students,
such as Frazer, perform tricki­
er maneuvers and catches. She
first tried trapeze about 30
years ago during a family vaca­
tion in the Bahamas. After a
long hiatus, Frazer said, she 
now goes about once a week.

The catch — “like getting
that Olympic gold medal” —
might be the best part, she
said. Or maybe it is the release.

“Whatever stuff is going on
in your life, you have to let go
of it,” she said. Sometimes,
Frazer said, she can feel herself
shedding burdens on the bar.

“I just relax and fly,” she
said.

After her last successful
catch on a recent Sunday, Fraz­
er paced and glistened with
sweat.

“I’ve often said I should
wear one of those heart rate
monitors,” she said. “It must be
like 250 right now.”

Yet she remained oddly
calm and soon was sitting,
tired and drained by another
day on the ropes. Just one
move remained, Frazer said.

“I’ll probably go home and
have a cold beer.”

Zachary T. Sampson can be
reached at zachary.sampson
@globe.com. Follow him on
Twitter @ZackSampson.

Amateurs soar at trapeze school in Watertown

BOSTON FIRE DEPARTMENT/FILE

Boston firefighters secured the residence at 87 Linden St. in Allston after battling a fire
that took the life of Boston University student Binland Lee, 22, on April 28, 2013.
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Frazer enjoys
soaring through the
air in a safety
harness at Gore
Place, near the
Waltham line. “I
just relax and fly,”
she said.
Revolution Trapeze
students have to
focus and listen to
instructors at all
times, but physical
fitness is not
especially
important.

‘You get to be
Peter Pan. You
never have to grow
up, and you fly
through the air.’
EILEEN FRAZER, 65
New Hampshire resident,
shown at left returning the
safety line to instructor Wendy
Kinal



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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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

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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on the ceiling of the attic’s
common hallway was activat­
ed, according to the lawsuit.
By the time the alarm went off,
thick smoke and heat made it
impossible to use the stairs to
escape.

The apartment did not
comply with the building code
because there were not two
means of egress, and the fire­
detection system, which did
not have a required city per­
mit, either malfunctioned or
was not interconnected in ac­
cordance with the law so that
an early warning would sound
on the upper floors, according
to the complaint to be filed by
Albert L. Farrah Jr., an attor­
ney for the Lee family.

“Had that second means of
egress been in place — and it
was not — and had a properly
outfitted, properly operating
fire alarm system been in oper­
ation the occupants of the top
floor bedrooms would have
had time to escape to safety,’’
the complaint says.

Lee’s family has been devas­
tated by her death. The lawsuit
was filed by her father, Wah
Lee, representing her estate.

“I miss my daughter Bin­
land so much,” Xu Mei Kwong,
a Chinese seamstress, said of
her only child. “I do not feel
good every day.”

The f ive res idents and
guests who escaped by leaping
from third­story windows
were treated for various inju­
ries, including smoke inhala­
t ion , a f rac tured back , a
sprained ankle, and an injured
wr i s t . A f t e r the f i r e was
brought under control, Lee
was found a few feet from her
bedroom window with burns
over 99 percent of her body,
the lawsuit said. The official
cause of death was smoke in­
halation.

Several individuals are
named as defendants in the
wrongful death suit, including
Belokurova, the property own­
er, as well as the Gateway Real
Estate Group, which rented
the apartment to Lee and six
housemates and, according to
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the complaint, should have
known about the problems.

Frank L. Fragomeni Jr., a
lawyer representing Belokuro­
va, said the circumstances sur­
rounding the fatal fire were
thoroughly investigated by
public and private profession­
als, and “the investigation has
confirmed that the building
and all of its systems, includ­
ing the smoke/fire detectors
therein, were in full compli­
ance with all building/fire pro­
tection/life safety codes and
regulations.”

Fragomeni, who said Lee’s
apartment had proper egress,
added, “Anna did not in any
way cause or contribute to the
fire, and she will vigorously de­
fend any allegations that she
had any responsibility for the
unfortunate circumstances
that resulted in the death of
Ms. Lee.”

Gateway officials did not re­
turn messages seeking their
comment.

Gateway, which specializes
in student rental housing, is
the same Allston company that
rented 84 Linden St . to a
group of undergraduates be­
fore a fire tore through the
house in January 2012. That
blaze forced Josh Goldenberg,
a Boston University student, to
jump from a third­floor win­
dow. He suffered major head
trauma and neurological prob­
lems that linger. Goldenberg
and another BU student in­
jured in the fire filed a lawsuit
against the landlords and
Gateway and recently settled 
the case.

Although the Suffolk dis­
trict attorney’s office has com­
pleted its investigation of the
fire at 87 Linden St. with the
help of Boston police and fire
officials, the legal review is still
ongoing, according to Jake
Wark, a spokesman for the dis­
trict attorney, Daniel F. Conley.
He had no timeline for when a
determination would be made
on whether the prosecutor’s of­
fice would pursue charges.

During an interview with
the Globe earlier this year, Bos­
ton Fire Lieutenant Thomas
Murray, one of the depart­

ment’s investigators, said Lee’s
apartment did not have a sec­
ond means of egress because a
living room shown on building
plans with a sliding glass door
to an outdoor deck had been
converted into a bedroom.

“On paper there were two
means of egress,” Murray said.
“In reality, it was a bedroom.”

The house at 87 Linden St.,
which listed six bedrooms in
building plans with the city,
had been converted to have 12
bedrooms. At the time of the
fire, they were being shared by
14 residents, including three
people who lived in basement
spaces that city inspectors had
cited as illegal in 2001, before
Belokurova owned the proper­
ty.

A prior owner had convert­
ed it to a two­family home af­
ter a fire in the 1990s, splitting
up the building in an unusual
way by blocking off the central
staircase that once connected
the first and second floors.

Lee and her housemates

nicknamed these stairs “the
Pit,” and discussed filling the
area with plastic balls to make
a play space like at a Chuck E.
Cheese’s restaurant. Instead,
they used it as storage for box­
es, scuba gear, a snowboard,
and vinyl records.

The fire appears to have
started in the Pit and moved
quickly through the wood­
frame home.

The Fire Department con­
cluded that the cause was “un­
intentional, careless disposal
of smoking materials,” but res­
ident s deny that anyone
smoked in the house the night
before the blaze.

When Lee and her friends
moved into the house in the
fall of 2012, Belokurova had
just emerged from bankruptcy
protection after years of finan­
cial distress. The landlord had
purchased properties in All­
ston and other neighborhoods
during the real estate boom,
but her huge loans had fallen
into default.

The city was aware of prob­
lems at the property back in
2000, according to records
from its Inspectional Services
Department. And in inter­
views, former tenants cited
heating and electrical issues
that had plagued the building
for years after Belokurova pur­
chased it in 2002. One student
tenant reported fleeing after
dealing with heating, electri­
cal, and water problems, bro­
ken stairs, and then an alleged
assault by a repairman.

An appraisal of the house
filed in March 2011 as part of
the bankruptcy proceedings
involving Belokurova stated
that 87 Linden had “accrued a
more­than­average amount of
physical depreciation. Several
windows, flooring, moldings,
appliances, fences, stairs,
stairways, and some siding
needs replacing, and also
needs electrical updating.”

Sevag Birindjian, who mar­
ried Belokurova in 2007, said
he used to visit the properties

she owned, and tried to fix
some problems and discuss
making improvements, includ­
ing for 87 Linden St.

“She talked about putting a
door to come out to a balcony
and stairs that would bring
you from the third floor to the
second. It would have been
$6,000 or $7,000, and it’s too
much, she said, and she decid­
ed not to do it,” Birindjian
said.

The couple separated sever­
al years ago, he said, but went
to 87 Linden together after
learning of the fire.

They then went to a nearby
off ice, he said, where Be­
lokurova met with her insur­
ance adjuster and several oth­
er people involved in the real
estate business, and talked
about making an insurance
claim.

In the days after the fire,
city inspectors issued citations
to Belokurova for running an
illegal rooming house, and not
having permits to create bed­
rooms in the basement.

However, the city agency
never followed up with com­
plaints in Housing Court be­
cause building permits were
obtained for work to rehabili­
tate the property, according to
Lisa Timberlake, a spokes­
woman for the Inspectional
Services Department.

Despite Boston Mayor Mar­
ty Walsh’s vow to crack down
on scofflaw landlords after the
Spotlight Team’s “Shadow
Campus’’ series, his newly ap­
pointed commissioner of in­
spectional services said he
would not pursue charges
against Belokurova.

“I have no plans to go back
and try to forensically look
back at what happened,” said
William “Buddy” Christopher
Jr., who became the depart­
ment’s director after the Spot­
light Team report was pub­
lished in May.

“It’s not something on my
desk to be reviewed,’' Christo­
pher said. “I’m dealing with
the violations in front of me.”

Jenn Abelson can be reached at
jenn.abelson@globe.com.

BU student’s family prepares to sue landlord in fatal fire

In a field straddling Water­
town and Waltham, a new tra­
peze school is teaching poten­
tial circus performers and
stressed­out 9­to­5 workers
how to release and soar. It is
one of a few such schools in the
area, including one in Brattle­
boro and another in Reading.

Most students at Revolu­
tion Trapeze are not acrobats,
but the school’s owners say
they have about a 90 percent
success rate in getting people
to perform basic maneuvers af­
ter one class.

“Beginner trapeze is like a
giant game of ‘Simon Says,’ ”
said Jon Wells, co­owner of the
school.

New students have to focus
and listen to instructors at all
times, he said. Physical fitness
is not especially important.
Technical knowledge is irrele­
vant.

Rich Ridolfo, another co­
owner of Revolution Trapeze,
said he has taught people rang­
ing in age from 2 to the mid­
80s. He started taking trapeze
classes five years ago in Cali­
fornia, though he describes
himself as the “least athletic
person on the planet.”

“Anyone who has gone to a
circus looks at it and says,
‘Wow, that’s amazing. I could
never do that,’ ” he said.

Wells, who got into circus
performing as a student at the
University of New Hampshire
in 2002, opened Revolution
Trapeze in June along with
Ridolfo after a two­year search
for a site. They are still looking
for an indoor facility, but for
now, they said, the field behind
historic Gore Place will do.

They have a custom trapeze
rig , which Wells said cost
about $30,000, a red trailer, a
canopy tent, and little else.
Students pull their cars onto
the grass, and — depending on
skill level — grab a harness be­
fore climbing 20 feet on a nar­
row ladder to the trapeze bar.

They are almost always ter­
rified, which instructors say is
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probably the appropriate re­
sponse.

“I fought MMA [mixed­
martial arts] professionally,
and I was a little scared up
there,” said Mark Raposo, a
brawny 33­year­old from
Revere who wore an X­Men
T­shirt to class one recent
weekend.

“Fear is healthy,” said Wen­
dy Kinal, a Revolution Trapeze
instructor. “You need it to be
safe.”

New students hang their
toes off the edge of the plat­
form and wait, their bodies
tense with what­ifs. When the
instructor yells, “Hop,” they
jump. A thin white bar is the
only thing left to hold onto.

Brendan Asquith, 31, a
sixth­grade math and science
teacher in Chelmsford, re­
called swinging from tree
limbs as a child.

“This would have been my
dream when I was 10,” he said.

Ashley Asquith, 27, Bren­
dan’s wife, caught on quickly
to the program. Her trick, she
said, was to “just zone out and

do the commands.”
A single beginner’s class

lasts about two hours and costs
$49. Instructors show new stu­
dents how to hang from the
bar by their knees and how to

dismount. By the end of the
class, most people manage to
swing up to a veteran acrobat,
who catches them while hang­
ing from a bar.

Both Asquiths successfully

completed two catches in their
first session.

More advanced students,
such as Frazer, perform tricki­
er maneuvers and catches. She
first tried trapeze about 30
years ago during a family vaca­
tion in the Bahamas. After a
long hiatus, Frazer said, she 
now goes about once a week.

The catch — “like getting
that Olympic gold medal” —
might be the best part, she
said. Or maybe it is the release.

“Whatever stuff is going on
in your life, you have to let go
of it,” she said. Sometimes,
Frazer said, she can feel herself
shedding burdens on the bar.

“I just relax and fly,” she
said.

After her last successful
catch on a recent Sunday, Fraz­
er paced and glistened with
sweat.

“I’ve often said I should
wear one of those heart rate
monitors,” she said. “It must be
like 250 right now.”

Yet she remained oddly
calm and soon was sitting,
tired and drained by another
day on the ropes. Just one
move remained, Frazer said.

“I’ll probably go home and
have a cold beer.”

Zachary T. Sampson can be
reached at zachary.sampson
@globe.com. Follow him on
Twitter @ZackSampson.

Amateurs soar at trapeze school in Watertown

BOSTON FIRE DEPARTMENT/FILE

Boston firefighters secured the residence at 87 Linden St. in Allston after battling a fire
that took the life of Boston University student Binland Lee, 22, on April 28, 2013.
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Frazer enjoys
soaring through the
air in a safety
harness at Gore
Place, near the
Waltham line. “I
just relax and fly,”
she said.
Revolution Trapeze
students have to
focus and listen to
instructors at all
times, but physical
fitness is not
especially
important.

‘You get to be
Peter Pan. You
never have to grow
up, and you fly
through the air.’
EILEEN FRAZER, 65
New Hampshire resident,
shown at left returning the
safety line to instructor Wendy
Kinal

The Fire Department concluded that the cause was “unintentional, careless disposal of 
smoking materials,” but residents deny that anyone smoked in the house the night before the 
blaze.

When Lee and her friends moved into the house in the fall of 2012, Belokurova had just 
emerged from bankruptcy protection after years of financial distress. The landlord had pur-
chased properties in Allston and other neighborhoods during the real estate boom, but her 
huge loans had fallen into default.

The city was aware of problems at the property back in 2000, according to records from 
its Inspectional Services Department. And in interviews, former tenants cited heating and 
electrical issues that had plagued the building for years after Belokurova purchased it in 2002. 
One student tenant reported fleeing after dealing with heating, electrical, and water problems, 
broken stairs, and then an alleged assault by a repairman.

An appraisal of the house filed in March 2011 as part of the bankruptcy proceedings in-
volving Belokurova stated that 87 Linden had “accrued a more-than-average amount of phys-
ical depreciation. Several windows, flooring, moldings, appliances, fences, stairs, stairways, 
and some siding needs replacing, and also needs electrical updating.”

Sevag Birindjian, who married Belokurova in 2007, said he used to visit the properties 
she owned, and tried to fix some problems and discuss making improvements, including for 
87 Linden St.

“She talked about putting a door to come out to a balcony and stairs that would bring you 
from the third floor to the second. It would have been $6,000 or $7,000, and it’s too much, she 
said, and she decided not to do it,” Birindjian said.

The couple separated several years ago, he said, but went to 87 Linden together after 
learning of the fire.

They then went to a nearby office, he said, where Belokurova met with her insurance ad-
juster and several other people involved in the real estate business, and talked about making 
an insurance claim.

In the days after the fire, city inspectors issued citations to Belokurova for running an 
illegal rooming house, and not having permits to create bedrooms in the basement.

However, the city agency never followed up with complaints in Housing Court because 
building permits were obtained for work to rehabilitate the property, according to Lisa Tim-
berlake, a spokeswoman for the Inspectional Services Department.

Despite Boston Mayor Marty Walsh’s vow to crack down on scofflaw landlords after the 
Spotlight Team’s “Shadow Campus’’ series, his newly appointed commissioner of inspectional 
services said he would not pursue charges against Belokurova.

“I have no plans to go back and try to forensically look back at what happened,” said Wil-
liam “Buddy” Christopher Jr., who became the department’s director after the Spotlight Team 
report was published in May.

“It’s not something on my desk to be reviewed,’’ Christopher said. “I’m dealing with the 
violations in front of me.”


