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 “Sager plays Virgil in the modern American Inferno… Compelling and stylish magazine journalism, rich in novelistic detail.”

 –Kirkus Reviews



“Like his journalistic precursors Tom Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson, Sager writes frenetic, off-kilter pop-sociological profiles of Americans in all their vulgarity and vitality… He writes with flair, but only in the service of an omnivorous curiosity and defies expectations in pieces that lesser writers would play for satire or sensationalism… A Whitmanesque ode to teeming humanity’s mystical unity.”

 –The New York Times Book Review



 “I once described Mike Sager as ‘the Beat poet of American journalism.’ The title is still apt. For decades, he has explored the beautiful and horrifying underbelly of American society with poignantly explicit portrayals of porn stars, swingers, druggies, movie stars, rockers, and rappers, as well as stunning stories about obscure people whose lives were resonant with deep meaning—a 92-year-old man, an extraordinarily beautiful woman, a 650-pound man. He became a journalistic ethnographer of American life and his generation’s heir to the work of Gay Talese, Tom Wolfe, and Hunter S. Thompson. His imposing body of work today is collected in more than a dozen books and eBooks.”

 –Walt Harrington, author and past head of Journalism at the University of Illinois



 “The sentences flow with a definite rhythm, but Sager’s style is unadorned with falsity, unburdened by over-interpretation. He’s a natural storyteller. You never get the feeling he’s there just to show off, only to entertain you.”

 –Alex Belth, editor of EsquireClassic.com and The Stacks Reader Series



 “Like a silver-tongued Margaret Mead, Sager slips into foreign societies almost unnoticed and lives among the natives, chronicling his observations in riveting long-form narratives.”

 –Performances Magazine



 “Sager has made a career of finding the unexpected story and telling it with empathy and narrative skill.”

 –Publishers Weekly



 “His self-effacing style evokes George Orwell’s famous dictum that good writing should be as transparent as a pane of glass… Exhibit A for why, in an age of video, writing still matters.”

 –San Diego CityBeat
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Police were baffled when eight Thai Buddhist monks and one nun were killed execution-style in a temple outside Phoenix—the worst mass murder in Arizona history. Nobody wanted to believe the crime had been committed by a pair of gung-ho ROTC students from the local high school.

It was to be a special day at the temple, so Chawee Borders arrived early, a bouquet of flowers in her hands. August in Arizona, the flat valley west of Phoenix. By ten a.m. the temperature was already pushing triple digits. Chawee squinted into the blazing sun, shook her head, made a noise behind her teeth, tsktsk. Heat eddied through the rubber soles of her shoes: It felt like walking through a skillet. No matter how long she lived here, Chawee couldn’t quite get over the idea that they called this the monsoon season. Baked earth and cotton fields, battered Chevys, migrant pickers, mountains rising in the distance, barren and craggy against a wan blue sky. Half a world away, in her native Thailand, it was also the season of monsoons, all lush and wet and green, the time of rains and contemplations, of Buddhist retreat.

 In Thailand, it is said, there is a temple on every corner, and every summer, 1 percent of all males become monks. In Phoenix, there is only one temple, Wat Promkunaram, an L-shaped stucco building with a red ceramic roof on five acres of lonely scrub in the western part of Maricopa County. This year, two boys had entered the temple. Matthew Miller, 17, had just arrived. David Doody, 14, had just left. The celebration tonight was for them.

 Along with Matthew, there were six monks, a nun, and a young acolyte living in the Wat. Matthew was the son of an American Air Force vet and his Thai wife. Born in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, Matthew spoke Thai but had never been to Thailand. He was a friendly kid who played electric guitar, called his buddies “dude.” Cooked part-time in a Chinese restaurant. His nickname was GQ, earned for the thrift-store three-piece suits he painstakingly ironed and accessorized. None of the other kids wore suits to school. It was Matthew’s own style, part of his need to be his own person. Half Thai, half American, he’d found something special in his difference, was in the teenage process of puzzling himself together with pieces from many worlds.

 Lately, Matthew had become more curious about his roots, something his mother traced to his Grandma Foy. Foy Sripanpiaserf was a youthful seventy-one, one of the few mothers who had followed their daughters to America. Though she had learned to love hot Ovaltine and pro wrestling, she still spoke no English. After years of farming rice paddies, raising water buffalo and chickens along with children, picking her roots and vegetables from the ground free of charge, she found Phoenix a very strange place to live. She worried that when she died, her spirit would inhabit an English-speaking place, too.

 The Temple was thus a great comfort to Grandma Foy; she spent most of her time there—cooking, cleaning, gossiping, giving advice. Often Matthew came along. It surprised no one this summer, when Grandma Foy declared her intention to become a nun, that Matthew decided to follow.

 Matthew planned to stay in the temple about a month. He didn’t want to spend his whole vacation sitting around acting holy, and this was fine with the abbot. When a man becomes a Buddhist monk, he can stay for a few weeks or a lifetime. He can leave and return. It is honorable to be a monk for any length of service; they are living icons of the highest spiritual pursuit.

 The first monk was Guatama Buddha, a Hindu prince born in the sixth century B.C. Buddha understood life as a complete universe of endless rebirth, with many heavens above, many hells below, one lifetime affecting the next. Buddha taught that a person could build merit for his fortunes in each successive life by practicing right thoughts and good deeds, by keeping a pure heart. Beyond this, there is the ultimate reward, Nirvana. Reaching Nirvana, he said, entails study, meditation, simple labors, a removal from material concerns. The key is coming to understand the truth: “The way things really are.” When the truth becomes clear, suffering ends. The soul leaves the cycle of rebirth and rejoins the universe, much as a drop of water rejoins the ocean.

 Being a practical religion, Buddhism recognizes that everyone can’t be monk. For one thing, monks are celibate. For another, they’re not supposed to cook or work for money. Most people, therefore, take for granted that other lifetimes are in store. Meanwhile, they seek karmic merit by serving the monks.

 Since Chawee Borders lived right down the dirt road that led to the temple, she cooked lunch every day for the monks. Like Matthew’s mother, like many of the women in a community of 2,000 Thais who settled in this unlikely outpost near Luke Air Force Base, Chawee was a Vietnam-era war bride. Beginning in the late sixties, the Thai population of Phoenix had burgeoned. GI brides, working-class families, professional men, they set up housekeeping and surgical practices, went to work in factories, opened restaurants and businesses. By 1983, the only thing missing was a temple. A committee of wives was formed. Letters were written to Thailand, requesting monks for a spiritual center. To raise money, the women sold eggrolls, hosted a beauty pageant, recycled cans. Finally, five years ago, Wat Promkunaram was built.

 Now, on the morning of Saturday, August 10, 1991, Chawee shut her car door, walked with her friend Premchit Hash across the parking lot toward the temple kitchen. Just shy of the grass, the women stopped. The grounds were flooded. The monks hadn’t turned off the irrigation. “Why would they forget?” Chawee wondered out loud. Premchit shrugged. Her arms were laden with trays of food. The two women circumnavigated, seeking a drier entrance.

 At the east side, as was custom, they removed their shoes, stepped into the ceremonial hall. As Chawee padded toward the altar, she was struck by the silence. So quiet. The monks should have been up now for hours. But then again, she’d known the monks to sleep late. She put a finger to her lips, “Shhhhh,” she urged Premchit, speaking in Thai, a language with no plurals. “The monk sleeping.”

 The monks were pampered and beloved figures, led by their abbot, Phra Maha Pairat Kanthong. Phra means something like Father or Reverend. Maha is a title denoting rank. Pairat, as he was called, was thirty-six years old. He’d been in Phoenix since the beginning of the Wat. To an American mind, he conjured the image of Spencer Tracy in Boys Town, known for his enthusiasm, his strength, his devotion to boxing, gardening, and TV news.

 Though he liked to tease and laugh, some say Pairat was troubled. The congregation was thin, the coffers were low. The children, almost all of them half American, didn’t attend very often. Sometimes, on Sundays, the congregation sparse, he almost despaired. He knew his concerns were earthly, unworthy for a monk. Yet still he worried—a human with responsibilities, a holy man, still a man.

 As there were others under his charge, Pairat did his best to show a good face. Suthichai Annutaro, 32, was the eldest of a large family with a history of producing monks. Boonchuay Cahiyathammo, 37, was from Chang Mai, the poppy growing area in the north of Thailand known as part of the Golden Triangle, the heroin center of Asia. Somsak Sopha, 47, had lectured on Buddhism, worked among the hill tribesmen of Thailand, traveled to Taiwan, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka. Siang Mahapanyo, 28, was an artist, sculptor, inventor, and toy maker. Chalern Kittipattaro was twenty-nine. Little else about him was known. A monk can be collegial or choose to keep to himself. Like the rest, Chalern’s main duty was to seek personal enlightenment, help others along the path.

 Also under Pairat’s care this summer was Chirasak Chirapong. Known affectionately as Boy, he was the abbot’s nephew, 21, the longhaired son of a wealthy branch of his family. Chirasak had not entered the monkhood; he was just vacationing. He’d made friends with David Doody and with his older brother, Jonathan. The American Thai boys had turned him on to malls, Slurpees, Arnold the Terminator, Boyz n the Hood. Boy bragged of having more than $2,000 in a small safe in his room. He spent it freely, financing all the outings.

 Now, on the morning of the celebration for the novices, Chawee placed her flowers on the altar, bowed to the six-foot brass and gold leaf Buddha. She and Premchit passed behind the altar, into the kitchen. They busied themselves unwrapping platters. Maybe the monks were outside somewhere. No doubt they’d be back soon.

 Then the telephone rang. There was a pay phone right next to the kitchen. Chawee picked it up, heard a click, then silence. Thinking she might have answered the wrong phone, she walked out of the kitchen a few steps, over to the private line. The cord was cut.

 Puzzled, Chawee turned, surveyed the living room. Over in the middle, beyond the sofa, she could see all the monks sleeping on the floor. She’d known the monks to sleep on the floor. It wasn’t too unusual. But then she noticed someone wearing white. Nuns dressed in white. Grandma Foy was sleeping with the monks! This was not allowed.

 “Wake up!” she called gently, “Wake up, my monk.” She took a cautious step forward.

 “My monk!”

 Matthew, Boy, Grandma Foy, Pairat, the monks…

 All of them were dead.

It took three tries for the first officer on the scene to count the nine victims. “I guess it was mind-boggling,” he would later say.

 Within hours, Wat Promkunaram was cordoned all around with yellow crime scene tape. Inside more than two dozen police combed for clues, some wearing rubber boots against the copious blood flow. Other policemen—rubberneckers, top brass—trampled about, unwittingly contaminating evidence, what little there was: seventeen expended .22 caliber long-rifle shells, four expended yellow shotgun shells. Medical examiners would conclude that each of the nine had been shot execution style with the .22—at close range, above the base of the neck, while lying on his or her stomach. All except Boy had been shot twice. Several had superficial wounds from the birdshot. There had been no struggle. All nine had lain motionless, waiting to die, one at a time.

 Though the ceremonial room was untouched, the living quarters had been ransacked. There were no usable fingerprints; the assailants had worn gloves. Police removed a section of wall on which the word Bloods had been carved in two-foot letters. This information was kept mum, as was the curious evidence that someone had set off a fire extinguisher, sliced open a bag of rice, poured soda into Pairat’s computer. Guarding such details is standard in police work. When a suspect mentions secret details, detectives know they have the right man.

 In the coming weeks, a sixty-six-person task force would be assembled under the command of Maricopa County Sheriff Tom Agnos. The media were calling this the worst mass murder in state history, and Agnos—a gruff, chain-smoking good old boy serving his first elected term—was in charge. He coordinated personnel from local and state police agencies, the FBI, the Immigration and Naturalization Service, the DEA, even the Bangkok police. People around the world were watching in horror.

 At first, police speculated that robbery was the motive, citing jewelry and ancient treasures kept in the temple. Then, upon learning that monks live in virtual poverty, they blamed Asian gangs. As each day passed, new theories were bandied about: It had been the work of a “lone psychopath,” an “isolated bunch of kooks,” a “Laotian mafia figure from Fresno,” the KKK, a heroin trafficker.

 Over the next two years, things would only get more complicated. What began as a gruesome, incomprehensible massacre of innocents would degenerate further over time into a complex, confusing, disturbing case that highlighted America’s myriad ills: clashing cultures, fractured morals, family dysfunction, the tragically easy availability of firearms, the frightening latitude taken by law enforcement groups during increasingly martial times. In the end, the case of the murders at the Wat would become more than just another senseless tragedy. Some would say it was a sign.

For the first several weeks after the murders, police ran in circles. After 15,000 man-hours of investigation, they were clueless. Then lead No. 511 lit up the switchboard. The tipster said he had the scoop on the murders at the “Budapest” temple.

 Three hours later, detectives pulled up to the Tucson Psychiatric Institute. There they met the tipster: a short, heavyset Mexican American, twenty-five years old, “alert and eating a graham cracker,” according to a police report. The tipster asked the detectives if they had found blood on the walls at the temple.

 Bingo. The cops had found the word Bloods carved in two-foot letters. Michael Lawrence McGraw was brought in for questioning, advised of his rights. Waving his right to a counsel, he confessed, implicating himself and four others.

 Acting swiftly, police made arrests. Sheriff Agnos held a press conference. Five arrests, five confessions, he told reporters. Case closed.

One week later, McGraw and the others recanted their confessions. “I had nothing to do with this,” McGraw told the Arizona Republic in a jailhouse interview.

 In the southside barrio of Tucson, a dusty patchwork of poverty, neighbors and relatives rallied in defense of their own. McGraw, they said, was known as Crazy Mike. According to a thirty-page probation file, McGraw had been arrested twice for false reporting of crimes. One counselor questioned McGraw’s “discrimination of reality to fantasy.” Said a longtime neighbor: “If the police had stopped to ask anyone about Michael, we would have told him.”

 Unfortunately, the police had not asked. They had obtained search warrants without consulting the county attorney. SWAT teams in black hoods broke down doors with battering rams, threw stun grenades into empty apartments. Not one shred of physical evidence was recovered from the suspects’ homes.

 Then it was announced that one of the confessed killers was to be released. The man worked at a greyhound track. Videotapes of races placed him atop the starting gate at the time of the crime.

 Soon, defense attorneys began crying coercion. The ACLU concurred. The Tucson men, it was alleged, had been questioned for ten to twenty hours without a break. They had been denied food, sleep, lawyers, and phone calls. Some interrogations were taped, some were not. The men were shown a roomful of evidence from the temple—including pictures and crime-scene drawings—before they were questioned. All five men said that the police had threatened them with the gas chamber, with having their fingernails pulled out, with a lake and an anchor. A lawyer characterized the cops’ technique as “World Wrestling Federation tag-team interrogation… tantamount to a rubber hose.”

 Four of the men were bound over for trial.

“Okay, Jonathan, we’re gonna go through this thing again,” said Detective Rick Sinsabaugh, tired and exasperated in the ninth hour of interrogation. Sinsabaugh was a ten-year veteran of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Department, a long drink of water in cowboy boots. It was early in the morning of October 26, more than two months after the murders.

 The kid across the table sobbed, then sniffled. His name was Jonathan Doody, the older brother of the novice monk David. He was dressed in a baby-blue ROTC uniform. He sat up a little, stared at the cop. Tears began to flow. “When you caught those people in Tucson, they were laughing at you! They had nothing to do with it!” he said.

 “Who was laughing at us?” asked Sinsabaugh, outraged.

 “They beat the system.”

 “Who?”

 Jonathan cut his eyes to the floor. “Them,” he mumbled.

 Sinsabaugh sighed. “Listen, Jonathan,” he said, his voice warming. “We’re not going to be going out and telling people what you told us, okay? Come on, pal, join the team. Be a soldier, Jonathan. Come clean, my man. Hey! Jonathan! Look at me!”

 Jonathan was seventeen. His mother, Laiad, was a regular at the temple, and Jonathan knew Pairat and Boy and all the rest. Though he was born in Thailand to a Thai father, and spoke English with an accent, Jonathan knew no Thai, had no interest in Buddhism. He’d been baptized in Valdosta, Georgia, by a Pentecostal minister. His nickname was LT, for lieutenant, his rank in the ROTC. He considered himself American.

 Jonathan’s stepfather was career Air Force; Jonathan wanted to become a pilot. In school, he was a gung-ho commander in the Air Force ROTC. On weekends, he maneuvered with the Civil Air Patrol. He was quiet and serious, had a military bearing. He knew ROTC was his only chance for college. He studied hard, drilled hard, practiced good manners. In sum, he was seen by all who knew him as the model boy, the model immigrant, a throwback to the old ideal: that people could come to the land of the free, shed their old ways, assimilate, live out the American dream.

 It was now the morning of October 26, more than two months after the murders. Last night, the Agua Fria High School Owls had a home football game, and Jonathan, as always, commanded the honor guard. After the anthem was played, Jonathan marched the squad off the field, and Sinsabaugh walked over and tapped him on the shoulder. Jonathan went quietly. He had no reason to do otherwise. He liked Sinsabaugh. Up till now, Sinsabaugh had been treating him like a fellow soldier—an inside agent who could help police solve this mess.

 The file on Jonathan Andrew Doody had been opened inadvertently ten days after the murders. Police at Luke had stopped two cars, a silver Mustang and an orange Nova, for “suspicious activity.” Jonathan had just bought the used 5.0. The Nova belonged to his friend Rolando Caratachea, known as Rollie. On the back seat of the Nova was Rollie’s .22 caliber rifle. The police told him to stow the rifle in the trunk, then let him go.

 Two weeks later, as cops on horseback and in helicopters combed the desert between Tucson and Phoenix, looking for the murder weapon, the Air Force called about Rollie’s .22 rifle. Sinsabaugh later drove out to the base to see Rollie. He asked if he could borrow his .22 for routine testing, telling him it was part of a sweep for stolen arms. Since Rollie’s mom had bought the gun on sale at Kmart for Christmas, he gave it up willingly. Sinsabaugh took the rifle to the lab, put it in line behind eighty other .22s to be tested.

 That night, Lead No. 511 came in over the phone. The cops focused on Tucson. Rollie’s rifle was forgotten.

 Six weeks later, there was still no shred of physical evidence. The task force had become a nightmare of infighting, all of it followed closely by the press. Detectives were beginning to believe that the Tucson suspects were innocent. The top brass was clinging to their confessions. Detectives were being ordered to rewrite reports, according to news reports.

 Then the lab got around to testing Rollie’s Marlin .22. There it was. The murder weapon.

 It didn’t take much footwork to pinpoint Jonathan as a new suspect. Rollie had lent the gun on the weekend in question to Jonathan and another ROTC cadet, Alessandro Garcia, known as Alex. The exchange occurred outside a party; there were many witnesses. Likewise, on the night before the killings, Jonathan told his girlfriend that he was going to “play in a game” involving an “intrusion alert” near the temple. Another friend says that after the murders, Jonathan had bragged about killing the nine Buddhists on behalf of the Office of Special Investigations for the Air Force (OSI) because they were “invading national security and had to be eliminated.” Jonathan had claimed he was a paid OSI sniper who’d killed the Thais “mercenary style.” Once a person commits a mercenary killing, he said, “you will always see and hear the blood rushing from their heads.”

 Now, in what his attorney would later characterize as a “brutal, nonstop, fourteen-hour interrogation,” teams of deputies implored, begged, beseeched, yelled at, and comforted Jonathan. They called on his patriotism, his sense of team spirit, his need to get things behind him. At one point, his attorney suggests, Sinsabaugh may have even “de-Mirandized” Jonathan when he said that the police “won’t be going out and telling everybody what you told us.”

 Throughout the taped proceedings, Jonathan said as little as possible. The story that emerges from the seventeen forty-five-minute tapes—acquired through a source
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