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It was horrifying 
enough when  
Melissa Tamplin’s  
mother was 
savagely stabbed 
to death. But in 
her wildest 
dreams, she never 
guessed who was 
behind the murder

 as i drive into the texas correctional Facility 
on a cold december day, i see barbed wire, 
armed guards, and watchtowers. i still can’t 
believe these biannual visits are my life, 
although nearly 12 years have passed since 
my mom was murdered. i’m patted down and 
stripped of my belongings, but not before i grab 
a few coins for the vending machines.

my first sight of my brother, max, is behind a 
pane of glass. He’s a good-looking kid—his 
clean-cut features call to mind a young matt 
damon. He’s 28, but he looks about 18. “Prison 
preserves you,” he says. “the absence of 
alcohol, cigarettes, and sun helps.” the only 
changes i notice in his appearance are tattoos 

on his arms, knuckles, and forearms—blurred black 
letters and shapes, none in the form of recognizable 
words, that the inmates give one another in jail. i wonder 
what mom would think of them. But then i remind myself 
max is in prison for life—what would she say about that?

Just after 3 a.m. on October 3, 1999, our mother was 
stabbed 42 times in the face, neck, and chest, in the 
foyer of our home in a middle-class suburb outside 
dallas, texas. Police call an especially violent death like 
hers “overkill”—a crime of passion or rage, usually 
committed by someone the victim knows. that night, 
max, then a rebellious 17-year-old high school junior, and 
his degenerate friends were strung out on cocaine and 
marijuana. they hadn’t eaten for three days and were out 
of cash. so max and his buddy chris Brockman hatched 
a plan to steal money from our mom’s purse. When they 
got to the house, the dead bolt was locked, and max 
didn’t have his key. 

although the boys’ court testimony differed over what 
happened next, we know that chris rang the doorbell, 
and our mom, a creative, self-sufficient woman who loved 
to make cookies from scratch and leave us handwritten 
notes, answered in her nightgown. she’d been searching 
frantically for max that night—he’d begun leaving home 
and hanging with a tough new crowd for days at a time. 

as told to Amy Paturel

Near right: 
melissa tamplin, 
her mother, and 
brother, max, 4, 
in 1986. Far right: 
max and melissa  
in 1992.
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at 10:30 p.m., she’d called a church friend 
of his—the last person she spoke to before 
the attack—asking him to tell max he 
could come home anytime, day or night. 
max probably never got that message, 
but when the doorbell rang a few hours 
later, she must have rushed to answer, 
relieved he was back. even if she intuited 
something was wrong, she wanted him 
home, and probably assumed he’d just 
been drinking—certainly not doing drugs. 
But whatever she saw once she opened 
the door must have scared her. Police 
believe she turned to run as chris flew into 
a rage, stabbing her in the skull with a 
pocketknife and yelling at max to get more 
knives. after the murder, the boys threw 
the house into disarray to make it look 
like a robbery, stole her wallet, and used 
her atm card to get cash at a local bank.

reconstructing the events of the 
evening, detectives later concluded that 
my brother’s role in the slaying was 
limited to handing chris four kitchen 
knives. max denied even that, claiming he 
was in the garage when chris attacked 
her. But if so, how would chris know 
where to get the knives? and how could 
he retrieve them in the middle of a brutal 
assault? at the trial, chris corroborated 
that max didn’t physically hurt our 
mother. chris was the only one covered in 
blood after the crime; i’ve never doubted 
that max didn’t stab her himself. (dNa 
evidence later proved he didn’t.) But he 
didn’t stop the murder or get help. Worse, 
the very idea to kill her might have been 
his in the first place: chris testified that 
on the way to her house, max had said, “if 
my mom sees you, you have to kill her.” 

that year, i was 25. at the exact time of 
the murder, 3 a.m., i awoke in my 
apartment in Birmingham, alabama, 650 
miles away. the entire right side of my 

body was numb. But i didn’t learn about 
the murder until the next evening; while i 
prepared to host a dinner party, the news 
desk paged me. as a television reporter 
for the Fox affiliate in Birmingham, i was 
often interrupted for stories, but this time 
my office was relaying a phone message 
from a detective in my small hometown, 
Grand Prairie. When i reached him, the 
detective said they’d been called to my 
mom’s house that afternoon. (Her fiancé, 
returning from a hunting trip, had found 
her body.) after years of interviewing 
people at crime scenes, i was now on the 
other side. But instead of becoming 
hysterical, i shifted into reporter mode 
and asked questions: do you have a 
suspect? a weapon? any leads?

i had no way of reaching max—he 
didn’t have a cell phone or credit cards, 
so when he’d vanished earlier that week, 
my mother hadn’t been able to trace 
him—but i thought i’d see him at home. 
Not until i made the 11-hour drive later 
that night did i learn about his involve-
ment. i dialed my mom’s house, knowing 
detectives would answer. “We’re issuing 
capital murder warrants for max and 
chris,” one of them told me. “if you hear 
from max, call the police. do not help him, 
or we’ll be issuing a warrant for you, too.” 
the conversation was surreal; i felt 
stunned and numb. after learning my 
mother had been murdered, i felt like 
anything was within the realm of 
possibility, but i couldn’t imagine max 
having done something so horrible. 

max is eight years younger than i am. 

Our parents couldn’t have kids and 
adopted me when i was 16 months; max 
was 5 months when they brought him 
home. i remember everything about that 
day. We’d gone shopping, picking out 
Oshkosh overalls for him. When i came 
home from school, i had a baby brother! 
We were raised as siblings in a traditional 
suburban family, active in school and 
church. One night when max was 8, my 
mother asked him to set the dinner table. 
i said it would be easier for me to do it, 
but she insisted, “melissa, we’re raising 
someone a husband.” By high school, 
max was a well-liked athlete who’d never 
gotten into any trouble worse than a few 
low math grades. then, in 1998, our 
parents divorced and moved max, a 
16-year-old sophomore, to shady Grove 
academy, a private christian school. my 
mother was concerned he was more of a 
follower than a leader with his friends, 
and thought, ironically, he’d be less likely 
to fall in with a bad crowd there, with 
smaller classes and more attention.

shady Grove marked the turning point 
in max’s life. He joined the basketball 
team and befriended chris, an unstable 
teammate who’d been kicked out of several 
schools and whom teachers saw as a 
ticking time bomb, thanks to a dangerous 
cocktail of illegal substances he com-
bined with prescription medication for his 
bipolar disorder. By the next fall, max had 
fallen in with a fringe group of misfits, 
chris’ friends from previous schools, and 
was missing classes and doing drugs. 

When i was growing up, i had curfews 
and phone restrictions: my parents were 
very hands-on. even after their divorce, 
my mom, who co-owned an upscale 
dallas furniture store, and dad, a factory 
worker at lockheed martin, cooperated to 
rein max in. my mom was independent, 

capable, and visionary when it came to 
interior design—she was decorating my 
Birmingham apartment in “shabby chic” 
before the term existed—but she was also 
extremely determined. she worked full 
time, and felt equipped to handle 
anything. that’s what scared her about 
max’s sudden downward spiral. as he got 
caught up with this new group—a mix of 
high school graduates and dropouts with 
their own cars and apartments, who plied 
younger kids like chris and max with 
drugs and booze and then demanded 
money in return—she was at a loss. in the 
weeks before the murder, a counselor 
had advised my parents to use “tough 
love.” i remember my mom saying max 
couldn’t be gone long: “He has absolutely 
no money. He has to come home.”  

Back in texas, i took an active role in 
the investigation, pleading with the father 
of one of my high school friends, a 
detective on the police force, to retrieve 
the bank’s surveillance footage the day 
after the funeral. max had turned himself 
in after the body was found, and police 
had the evidence to convict both teens, 
but i needed to know who was at the atm 
40 minutes after our mom was murdered. 
When i saw max on the tape, covering his 
head with a sweatshirt as he withdrew 
$300, i was stunned and disappointed. i 
desperately wished i was seeing someone 
with a gun to his head, forcing him to 
make the withdrawal. i couldn’t believe he 
had taken the cash of his own free will—or 
that my mom had given her life for such 
an insignificant sum. Her assets and bank 
account were frozen, so it wasn’t possible 
for us to pay for his defense, but even if it 
was, i’m not sure if i would have after 
seeing that tape. (Our dad, completely 
devastated, couldn’t afford the fees.) so 
max had a public defender. 

i did buy him a suit and tie for the trial 

so he wouldn’t have to appear in his 
jailhouse jumpsuit. i hoped that would 
help the jury see him for who he was: a 
good kid with a solid family. He was 
convicted of capital murder anyway. max 
didn’t kill our mother, but since he 
conspired with chris to rob her, under the 
texas penal code he was liable for the 
slaying, too. Both boys were sentenced to 
life in prison. i’ve always wondered if a 
more expensive attorney could’ve gotten 
max a shorter sentence. instead, he’ll 
serve 40 years before he’s eligible for 
parole in 2039, at age 57. 

my dad and i held hands as the verdict 
came down and, in one moment, the jury 
defined my brother’s life—and our 
family’s. anger, shock, and devastation 
pulsed through me as i realized max’s life, 
as he’d known it, was over. although i 
hadn’t been able to pay for his defense 
(and besides, there were too many 
unknowns around the crime, and i’d 
wanted to digest all of the evidence 
revealed in the trial for myself), i thought 
his punishment was too harsh. He got the 
same sentence as chris, who, in a 
chemical frenzy, literally sat on top of my 
mom, stabbing her to death. am i living in 
a nightmare? i kept wondering. Will i ever 
wake up? still, i’d promised max i would 
be there throughout the trial—and i was, 
every day. and despite my disappoint-

ment, the verdict and sentencing were 
also a relief after months of testimony.  

according to the social workers on 
max’s case, criminals don’t usually 
process their crimes for at least five years. 
you can try talking to him, they said weeks 
after the murder, but you won’t get the 
truth. still, i was obsessed with knowing 
what had happened. One night, in a 
desperate attempt to understand how our 
mom felt as she died, i went to the 
kitchen, got a knife from the drawer, and 
held it to my flesh. i was tempted to 
penetrate my skin and share in her 
suffering. For the first year or two after her 
death, i was absorbed in logistics: the 
crime, the trial and sentencing, and issues 
around her estate. (Only 51 when she 
died, she didn’t leave a will.) i didn’t truly 
process my rage and sorrow until six years 
later, when i went on a trip to australia—
alone, after some friends bailed out. One 
morning, at a bed and breakfast in the 
Hunter Valley wine region, i woke up 
suffocating with grief, feeling the despair, 
deep pain, and presence of pure evil 
around the crime as strongly as if it had 
just happened. i cried like never before; 
overwhelmed and unable to sleep for a 
desperate 24 hours, i felt like i was being 
tortured. When i returned home a week 
later, i learned that just hours after i’d 
woken up in despair in australia, chris had 
killed himself in prison. 

i followed the social workers’ advice, 
and in the years immediately after the 
murder, max and i rarely discussed it 
during my visits. When we did, he denied 
his involvement, saying he didn’t belong 
in jail. seven years after the murder—five 
years ago—when max again insisted he 
didn’t kill our mother, i said, “you’re not 
spending your life in prison because you 
physically murdered someone. you 
betrayed your family. you brought a 

“We’re issuing capital 
murder warrants for 
Max and Chris,” one of 
the detectives told me. 
“If you hear from Max, 
do not help him, or we’ll 
issue one for you, too.” 

In a desperate attempt 
to understand how our 
mom felt as she died, I 
went to the kitchen, got 
a knife, and held it to 
my flesh. I was tempted 
to penetrate my skin.

max and melissa 
in 1983, shortly 

after his adoption.

max, 5, and his 
mother in 1987.

melissa, 24, her 
mother, 50, and 
max, 16, in the 
summer of 1998.

left: max, 16,  
dressed for a school 

prom in 1999,  
six months before  
the murder. right:  

a newspaper  
clipping about  

the crime.

today, melissa  
is coming to 

terms with her 
family history.
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SuNGLASSES, $498, mykita.com. Noir Jewelry BRACELETS, $75 to $160, 
noirjewelry.com. Movado WATCH, $350, (888) 4-MOVADO for stores. 9. Gucci 
SuNGLASSES, $325, gucci.com for stores. Nu Pop Movement WATCH, 
$14, nupopmovement.com.

    FASHION OpENER & MAMIE DEAREST 
177: Michael Kors COAT, (866) 709-KORS for stores. 179: Dries Van Noten 
JACKET at Jeffrey New York, (212) 206-1272. 180: Maison Martin Margiela 
SWEATER, (212) 989-7612. Isabel Marant Etoile JEANS, net-a-porter.com. 
181: Bottega Veneta JACKET & pANTS, (877) 362-1715 for stores. 182: 
Balmain JACKET & LEGGINGS at Barneys New York, (212) 826-8900. 
183: Limi Feu TOp at If Boutique, (212) 334-4964. Balmain SKIRT at 
Barneys New York, (212) 826-8900. Hoorsenbuhs CHAIN, hoorsenbuhs.
com for stores. 184: Tom Ford JACKET, (212) 359-0300. 185: Balmain 
TANK at Barneys New York, (212) 826-8900. Maison Martin Margiela 
pANTS, (310) 384-8093. Kora RING, koradesigns.com.

    BLuE STREAK 
186: Jean Paul Gaultier BRA & BRIEFS at Ikram, (312) 587-1000.  
Versace SHOES, (888) 721-7219 for stores. Uncommon Matters CuFF,  
letablissement.com. 187: Prada DRESS, prada.com for stores. Eres BRIEFS, 
nancymeyer.com. Cesare Paciotti for Ohne Titel SHOES, cesare-paciotti.com 
for stores. Robert Lee Morris COLLAR, (212) 431-9405. Alexis Bittar RING, 
alexisbittar.com. 188: Junya Watanabe DRESS at Comme des Garçons, (212) 
604-9200. House of Flora VISOR, houseofflora.net. Robert Lee Morris RING, 
(212) 431-9405. 189: Max Mara JACKET & BLOOMERS, (212) 879-6100. 
Tania Spinelli SHOES at Saks Fifth Avenue, (212) 753-4000. Uncommon 
Matters NECKLACE, letablissement.com. 190-191: Emilio Pucci DRESS, 
emiliopucci.com for stores. Jimmy Choo SHOES, jimmychoo.com for stores. 
Alexis Bittar EARRINGS, alexisbittar.com. 192: Peter Pilotto DRESS at 
Ikram, (312) 587-1000. 193: Rodarte DRESS at Barneys New York, (310)  
777-5877. Nicholas Kirkwood for Rodarte SHOES at Barneys New York, (212) 
826-8900. Giuseppe Zanotti Design CuFF, (212) 650-0455.

    TWIN pEAKS 
194-195: Giambattista Valli DRESS at Saks Fifth Avenue, (212) 753-4000. 
Michael Kors BELT, (866) 709-5677 for stores. Hermès CuFF, hermes.com 
for stores. Hakaan JuMpSuIT at Opening Ceremony, (212) 219-2688. Ann 
Taylor BRACELETS, anntaylor.com. 196: Max Mara DRESS, (212) 879-6100. 
Hermès BRACELET, SHIRT, pANTS & BELT, hermes.com for stores. 
Michael Kors SHOES, (866) 709-5677 for stores. 197: Hervé Léger by Max 
Azria DRESS, herveleger.com for stores carrying similar styles. 198-199: 
Michael Kors SWIMSuIT, (866) 709-5677 for stores. Versace DRESS, (888) 
721-7219 for stores. Hermès WATCH & BRACELET, hermes.com for stores. 
200: Chanel JACKET, (800) 550-0005. Theyskens’ Theory BRA, theory.com. 
201: Bottega Veneta BLAZER, (877) 362-1715 for stores. Reed Krakoff  
BRA, (877) 733-3525. Neil Barrett LEGGINGS, thecorner.com. Jill Platner 
BRACELETS, (212) 324-1298. Calvin Klein Collection DRESS, (212) 292-
9000. Hermès BELT, hermes.com for stores. Stella McCartney SHOES,  
(212) 255-1556.

    up & AWAY 
216: Peter Som TOp, by special order at (212) 221-5991. Echo SCARF,  
$168, echodesign.com. Jennifer Behr HEADBAND, $152, jenniferbehr.com.  
217: Dolce & Gabbana JACKET, $3,725, BRA, $275, SKIRT, $1,150, (877) 
70-DGUSA. Doyle & Doyle EARRINGS, $1,650, doyledoyle.com. Gucci 
WATCH, $2,750, (800) 456-7663 for stores. Beladora RING, $4,750,  
beladora.com. 218: Valentino DRESS, price upon request, (212) 772-6969. 
Josie by Natori BRA, $44, josiebynatori.com. Isabel Marant SHOES, $890, 
(212) 219-2284. Nancy Gonzalez BAG, $2,080, nancygonzalez.com. Dior 
Timepieces WATCH, price upon request, (866) 675-2078 for stores. Adrienne 
Landau JACKET, by special order at adriennelandau.com. Mokuba HAIR 
RIBBON, (212) 869-8900. 219: Chanel JACKET, price upon request, 
SHORTS, $1,880, BAG, $3,600, (800) 550-0005. D&G BELT, $200, (800) 
979-30382 for stores. Dior SuNGLASSES, $395, (800) 929-DIOR for stores. 
220: Dolce & Gabbana BRA, $275, NECKLACE, $240, (877) 70-DGUSA. 
221: Nina Ricci JACKET, $2,850, SKIRT, $1,790, at Esti’s, (718) 645-2600. 
Paul Smith Womens BRA, $315, (323) 951-4800. Dolce & Gabbana BAG, 
$1,445, (877) 70-DGUSA. Kentshire NECKLACE, $750, CuFF, $875,  
kentshire.com. Mikimoto NECKLACES, $4,630 to $6,320, (888) 701-2323. 
House of Lavande BRACELET, $348, (561) 802-3737. Archive Vintage 
BRACELETS, $225 each, archivevintage.com.

    CORRECTION 
On the cover and p. 133 of the April 2011 issue, Abbie Cornish’s jeans are Levi’s.

MUST-READ

maniac into our house, and you didn’t 
fight back.” He hadn’t intended any of it, 
he replied: “It was a series of bad 
decisions—skipping school, doing drugs, 
hanging out with the wrong kids, going to 
get money in the middle of the night.” 

Those decisions robbed me of my 
mother and my brother. I just got 
engaged, and I want my fiancé to meet 
Max, but I’m not sure about my unborn 
children. I do want them to know about 
my family, however. Some of my fondest 
memories are from the three-week camp-
ing trips we took every summer, when my 
mom would pack the car with home-
made goodies and whip up gourmet 
meals out in the wilderness on a propane 
stove. We visited 46 states by the time I 
was 16, Max and me in the backseat as 
we drove, giggling and playing car games.

I’m still in the process of forgiving 
Max. Therapy helped, and then, seven 
years ago, I got involved with Priority 
Associates in New York, a Christian 
organization that connects young 
professionals. I started building strong 
friendships with the women I met there, 
so I did what I thought my mom—who 
had a cadre of lifelong friends—would do 
and organized a weekly breakfast for us. 
Seeing the group members struggling 
with their own issues allowed me to be 
honest about what had happened in my 
family without fearing judgment, and I 
started healing as I talked about it. In 
2008, our small group grew into a  
nationwide network, PURE, which hosts 
conferences where women can meet, 
network, share their stories, and reflect 
on what matters most. (To learn more, 
visit thepureconference.com.) 

Back in the prison, staring at Max 
through the glass, I struggle for common 
ground. I start by asking what he misses 
most about Mom’s cooking. We agree on 
her desserts—chocolate peanut butter 
squares and magic cookie bars—then 
laugh and glance at each other as if we 
share a secret no one else knows. My 
mom always wanted to give us a 
childhood full of great memories, saying, 
“When you’re 80 and looking back on 
life, it’s not the things you owned or the 
house you lived in; it’s the places you 
went and the people you were with you’ll 
remember.” So many years later, though 
our lives are changed forever, Max is  
still my brother. And although I don’t 
know what lies ahead for us, Mom was 
right about the past. It’s the people  
I remember—the people we were.  

continued from p. 159
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