What happened to Molly? Young pharmacist found dead in apartment, SLED says death 'most consistent' with suicide, Coroner not certain, considering rare inquest
By Tony bartelme And Glenn Smith
Sunday, May 23, 2004
Edition: FINAL, Section: SECTION A, Page A1 


Linked Objects:



 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1682272.1" 
[image: image2.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1714722.1" 
[image: image3.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1716021.1" 
[image: image4.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1716046.1" 
[image: image5.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1743144.1" 
[image: image6.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1743163.1" 
[image: image7.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1743164.1" 
[image: image8.jpg]






PHOTOS: Molly Wrazen had a smile that seemed to make the world a little brighter, friends and family said. Photos show Molly in her childhood and adult years.

Tim Kulp, a lawyer investigating Molly Wrazen's death, said the evidence in the case raises questions about what happened and how it was investigated.

Kulp has compiled volumes in his effort to find out what happened to Molly.

Molly Wrazen (left) and her sister Kerry in Las Vegas in April 2003.

END PHOTOS

On the evening of Nov. 3, a voice crackled on the 911 emergency line. It was Justin Hembree, a young narcotics officer with the Mount Pleasant Police Department.

"I just walked in my apartment," he said quickly. "She's got a bullet in her chest apparently, there's a hole in her chest, there's a gun beside her, and she's not breathing."

On the floor of his bedroom lay Molly Wrazen, the woman he hoped to marry. She was barefoot, wearing bluejeans and a red T-shirt. Her body was cold to the touch. Justin's .22 caliber revolver was on the floor next to her.

The dispatcher asked: "Do you think it's a crime scene? Do you think she shot herself?"

"It's a crime scene!" Justin shouted back. "There's a gun on the ground and somebody's got a bullet hole in her chest!"

For Justin's superiors at the police department, the decision was a no-brainer: Call the S.C. Law Enforcement Division. The girlfriend of a police officer had been found dead in his apartment, killed by his gun. It was an obvious conflict of interest for Mount Pleasant police to investigate Molly's death.

That night, SLED agents were assigned a difficult task: find out what happened to Molly Wrazen. Did she kill herself, or was she killed?

Two weeks ago, nearly six months after Molly's death, SLED agents delivered a report to Charleston County Coroner Susan Chewning: The circumstances were "most consistent" with suicide.

Chewning isn't satisfied. Too many aspects of Molly's death remain a mystery, she said. Suicides always leave loved ones with questions and feelings of disbelief. But Molly's case doesn't fit the usual suicide profile. Chewning also has problems with SLED's investigation. Among other things, the agency failed to interview many of Molly's friends and family, people who could have shed light on Molly's state of mind. Because so many questions have gone unanswered, Chewning said she intends to hold a coroner's inquest, a rare courtroom inquiry into a person's death.

What happened to Molly?

'OH MY GOD, OH MY GOD'

After calling 911, Justin seemed to lose his breath. "I'm going to hang up and call her family," he told the dispatcher. Seconds later, another dispatcher called him back.

"Hi, this is Donna, how are you doing?"

"I'm not doing good, this is Hembree."

"Where are you at?"

"I'm in my apartment. I just walked in and my fiancee is lying dead, with a gun beside her head and a bullet hole in her chest."

"Do you know if she was by herself?"

"She had to be. I was doing narcotics. I just came through the door, oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, holy cow. She's not breathing. I just checked her pulse, and she's cold."

His voice trailed off.

Three minutes later, paramedics and firefighters pulled into the parking lot of Runaway Bay Apartments, an apartment complex off Johnnie Dodds Boulevard. Mount Pleasant Sgt. Robert Whitlock was on the medics' heels.

"I spoke with Hembree, and he was still very upset and had a hard time looking up at me," Whitlock wrote later in a report.

"I asked him if there was anything wrong in their relationship or if this just happened out of the blue. He told me that he did not know of anything wrong and he thought everything was fine."

Justin's parents, Charles and Debra, arrived soon after and sat on the couch with their 26-year-old son. It was a surreal moment, with Molly's body in the next room. "He was in shock," his mother said. "He was just the way you would expect if you walked in and found your fiancee was dead. Justin kept saying that night, 'Someone needs to be with the Wrazens.' "

He volunteered to take a lie detector test that night, she said. (Five months later, he would pass two.) "Justin knew from the beginning that he had nothing to do with it."

In the meantime, technicians collected evidence. One thing forensic experts look for is gunpowder. When a revolver is fired, powder and soot explode from the muzzle and cylinder chamber in a burst of gray smoke, leaving residue that can cling to the shooter's hand. Residue can disappear quickly. If not swabbed within a few hours, it can flake off or be absorbed by the skin.

As the technicians went through the apartment, Mount Pleasant police Cpl. Matt Salata gave Justin and his parents a ride to the station, where they waited in a training room with a police chaplain.

Three months later, Salata described the scene in a statement to SLED: After an hour and a half, Justin said he needed to use the restroom. Salata escorted Justin across the hall and waited outside the restroom. Justin took about a minute. Salata said he didn't hear any running water or the flush of the urinal. His report doesn't mention whether he asked Justin if he had washed his hands.

Salata then took Justin to a conference room where a Mount Pleasant police technician tested his hands for traces of gunpowder. The technician handed the samples to a SLED agent. Eleven days later, the tests came back: negative for gunpowder.

DISBELIEF

Molly? Suicide?

Not Molly, her friends and family thought.

Maybe someone else, maybe someone who was sad or had given up on life.

But Molly wasn't like that at all. She was full of energy, beautiful, fun, a singing teakettle. Only 28 years old, she seemed so hopeful about the future. And there was her smile, a big wide-open magnet of a smile. It made the light around you a little brighter. Does someone who smiles so much want to kill herself?

Molly's family and friends turned it all over in their minds, losing sleep, trying to find a key that might unlock the mystery of her death.

Depression?

That's the main indicator in suicides. But Molly hadn't shown any signs. No loss of sleep or appetite, no crying bouts, no lack of energy, no comments about taking her life.

Hopelessness?

Another big indicator. That didn't fit either. True, she had lost her job as a pharmacist at Kmart three months before. She had neglected to take enough continuing education credits to maintain her license. That was Molly, though, smart but a little scatterbrained sometimes.

Besides, she seemed relieved when she was let go. She told friends it was a chance to start a new life somewhere else and end her relationship with Justin. She had offers from pharmacies in Jacksonville, Fla. With overtime, she could be making as much as $90,000 a year. She put her house in Mount Pleasant on the market. She found an apartment in Jacksonville near the beach. She hired movers and rented a self-storage space in Florida. Does a person who feels she has no future make so many plans?

It didn't add up, Molly's family and friends thought. They mulled over the forensic evidence. No gunpowder was found on her hands. Her fingerprints weren't on the gun.

They tried to remember their last moments with her. Did they miss something?

The night before her death, Molly and her mom, Ann, went to Mass at Christ Our King Catholic Church in Mount Pleasant. A folk guitarist was playing, and afterward, Molly literally danced out of church, grinning and saying she felt like she had just been to a James Taylor concert.

They had ordered Chinese. Molly was looking forward to watching "Sex in the City." Ann joked with her, saying it was a sin to watch the show after going to church. On the way home, Molly talked about how excited she was about moving.

"I'm just going to love it down there," Molly told her mom. Her mother replied, "Have you gotten your things from Justin's apartment?" She thought Molly's mood seemed to darken ever so slightly.

"Mom," she said, "I'm waiting until the last second."

'THE BEST PHARMACIST'

Six months after Molly's death, Ann and Bob Wrazen scattered piles of photos on a table in the kitchen, an unfinished puzzle of Molly's life.

One photo showed Molly when she was four, curls in a cute bluish-white dress, smacking a pinata at a birthday party in Pennsylvania where she grew up.

Another showed Molly wearing a paper hat in kindergarten, smiling. More photos: Molly at 12, standing next to the bishop when she was confirmed; at 15, when she was a cheerleader at Bishop Hoban High School in Laflin, Pa.; Molly with a boyfriend at a school dance, posing in front of a wall full of red, white and blue balloons; Molly as prom queen, a lovely girl growing into a beautiful woman.

Molly was slim, about 5 feet 6 inches tall, with blue eyes and light-brown hair with blond highlights. Everything about her seemed bright. She favored bright clothes, bright lipstick. Her favorite flower was the sunflower, her favorite perfume, Victoria's Secret Pink. She liked Bob Marley and music from the '80s. One of her favorite local bands was Weird Science, which plays '80s cover tunes. One of her favorite expressions was an emphatic "Oh … my … God!" People sometimes told her she walked too fast. Friends enjoyed giving her presents because she got so excited. She hummed when she ate.

She went to pharmacy school at the University of Pittsburgh, eventually landing a job at Kmart in Mount Pleasant. "Molly was the best pharmacist I've ever known," said Jennifer Speares, her boss there. If customers were short of money, especially if the medication was for a child, Molly paid the difference herself. She worked overtime to straighten out insurance problems and deliver medications to people who couldn't make it to the store. Customers loved her, Speares said. "They would call and say, 'You have such a great pharmacist.' "

Molly was a people pleaser. She defused conflicts by laughing them off. She was affectionate, like her mom, and often touched people on their arms when she wanted to make a point. "She was just the best company," Ann said. Mother and daughter laughed and argued like best friends, cracking jokes, striking up conversations with strangers, fumbling for debit cards in the checkout lane. Bob smiled at the thought. "They were an embarrassment together," he said, his eyes softening.

The whole family was close. Ann had taught first grade in Pennsylvania; Bob was in the insurance business. Three years ago, they decided to move to Mount Pleasant, mainly to be near Molly. Molly had bought a house in Rivertowne, a new subdivision off S.C. Highway 41. Her parents made plans to build a house nearby and were living with Molly in the meantime. Their youngest daughter, Kerry, also wanted to be near Molly and moved to Columbia to go to college. Molly's brother Jason lived in Minnesota and was thinking about moving to the area as well.

In the kitchen, Ann picked up a picture: Molly and Justin at Christmas with Molly's dog, Winston. She remembered how Molly would hold the brown-and-white bulldog to her nose and coo, "I hope all my children are as beautiful as you."

There were lots of photographs of Molly and Justin. They seem happy together. In nearly all of them, she's holding him close or kissing him. One was taken on Halloween, just three days before her death. They're sitting on the steps of her house. She's leaning against Justin, curling her arm around her dog, and smiling.

SLED VOWS TO INVESTIGATE

For Bob and Ann Wrazen, time slowed after their daughter's death. In the mornings when they woke up, the memory of Molly hit them like a sucker punch. Then came the questions. Suicide? Molly? It doesn't make sense, they thought. If you knew her, you would think the same thing.

A day after Molly's death, they met with Matt Ford, a SLED agent assigned to the Charleston area.

"They were saying that the initial indications were that it was a suicide, and we were saying, 'That's not Molly,' " Bob said. "But then they also said the main reason they were there was that she was found in a police officer's apartment and that it was their job to look out for Molly's interests."

The Wrazens gave Ford the names of Molly's friends and co-workers and other documents. Ford pulled out a photo of his daughter. He said he couldn't imagine the depth of their suffering. "I will do everything in my power to find out what happened."

ENTER THE LAWYER

After Molly's funeral, one of Ann's relatives, a former FBI agent, suggested they hire their own investigator. "We were incapable of thinking or acting at that time," Ann recalled. "He said someone should look into it, and that's how we got Tim's name."

Tim Kulp is a local lawyer and a dogged investigator, a bundle of sparks firing at once. After law school, he joined the FBI and was assigned to the agency's Miami office. When the agency tried to assign him to New York City, he quit and returned to South Carolina, where he grew up. He served as an assistant solicitor before going full time into private practice.

Kulp hired Jim Matthews, a private investigator in Columbia. Matthews was a former deputy sheriff who once ran the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration's office in South Carolina. Matthews describes himself as very "pro-law enforcement."

Kulp and Matthews waded into the evidence.

First, there was the autopsy. The medical examiner reported that soot was found on Molly's T-shirt, suggesting the gun barrel was touching her when the weapon fired. In police circles, this is known as a contact wound. Contact wounds are common in suicides.

But no soot or gunpowder were found on Molly's hands. Kulp found it strange that the soot would land on her shirt but not her hands, especially since the handgun, a .22 Rossi revolver Justin kept in his apartment, was rather small.

The medical examiner's report also described the angle of the bullet's trajectory. It went down and toward the center of her body, suggesting that the gun was pointed down and in when it went off.

Kulp made a gun with his fingers and mimicked the angle. It seemed awkward for a right-handed person such as Molly.

Later, Kulp found a European study of 624 fatal gunshot victims. It showed that when right-handed people shot themselves in the chest, they usually pointed up and to the left — the opposite of what happened to Molly.

Even more perplexing: The gun had been fired twice. One shot was a misfire. "We didn't know what to make of that," Kulp said.

Toxicologists studied Molly's liver. Except for traces of caffeine and ibuprofen, no drugs were in her system.

The time of death was unclear. The medical examiners wrote "p.m." in their analysis.

Finally, the report noted that Molly was planning to move to Florida and had told her family that Justin "had been stalking her." The report also said that Justin was at work at the time of Molly's death. The medical examiners concluded: "The manner of death is best deemed undetermined."

STATE OF MIND

Kulp and Matthews soon learned that SLED had yet to interview many of Molly's friends and colleagues. The few Ford did contact thought his questions were superficial and that he appeared to have made up his mind: Molly had taken her own life.

Two weeks after Molly's death, Kulp and Matthews discovered that Molly's cell phone was still in her locked car at Justin's apartment. SLED agents had yet to study it or check her voice mail messages for clues.

Kulp and Matthews set out to do what SLED didn't seem to be doing: talk to anyone who knew Molly — find out her state of mind, whether she had said or done anything that suggested she was suicidal.

These conversations often turned toward Molly's relationship with Justin.

'MODEL EMPLOYEE'

Molly met Justin in September 2001 at the pool in her subdivision. Soon, he and Molly were a couple.

"He makes me laugh," Molly told her friends.

"He's a teddy bear," she told Justin's parents.

Justin grew up in Anderson. He went to T.L. Hanna High School, made famous in the recent movie "Radio." After high school, he and a childhood friend moved to Wyoming. He attended the University of Wyoming for two years and worked in a taxidermy shop and a sporting goods store in Laramie. He was an avid hunter who competed in archery competitions. During the summer of 2001, he and his girlfriend broke up, and he moved back to South Carolina.

A few months after he and Molly started seeing each other, Justin applied to be an officer with the Mount Pleasant Police Department. He was hired in February 2002. Molly told her friends that Justin was so proud to be a cop, that he had found his calling. He was especially excited about working for the Mount Pleasant department, which had a reputation for high standards and rigorous training. In 1996, Good Housekeeping had named it one of the best suburban departments in the nation.

Justin received his basic police academy training in April 2002, later taking courses on drug investigations, gathering medical evidence and forensics. Justin has declined to discuss Molly's death, but Lt. Shawn Livingston, one of his supervisors, said: "He is clearly what you would call a low-maintenance employee. He comes to work, he does his job, and he does it without complaining. He has been a model employee."

A CHANGE

During their interviews with Molly's friends and colleagues, Kulp and Matthews heard the same thing again and again: Molly seemed to change after she began seeing Justin. "She was a little more distant," said Molly's sister Kerry. "We used to go out all the time, but then she got more hesitant. He was very jealous. When we went to bars, guys liked to talk to us. Molly was very pretty, but Justin would get really mad and huff and puff. She felt very controlled by him."

Cecelia Ward worked with Molly in the Kmart pharmacy and was one of Molly's best friends. "Sometimes she really loved him, and sometimes she didn't want anything to do with him," she said. When they quarreled, "he would call her so many times that she would have to turn off her cell phone."

Justin visited Molly at the pharmacy often, usually in his uniform, she said. Molly seemed uncomfortable with the frequency of the visits. Her co-workers and customers also wondered why he was there so much. "Sometimes he would go to the pharmacy cubicle and just stare at her, not necessarily saying hello, until she acknowledged him," Ward said.

Justin phoned Molly so often that Molly's colleagues "made up little things to keep him from talking to her," said Scottie Joyner, another former pharmacy employee. "But then he would show up anyway." A running joke in the pharmacy was whether Molly was wearing her engagement ring, he said. "She told me herself that she would only put it on when he or his parents were around."

Molly told friends that Justin's attempts to keep tabs on her intensified after he joined the department. She described how he used his police cruiser's flashing lights to stop her when he wanted to talk or when they quarreled.

"She was aggravated that he could do that to her. You have to stop for a police officer," said Jenni LaPorte, a former Kmart employee who lived with Molly for several weeks last August, shortly before Molly's death.

Molly confided to Ward and others that she was so fed up she once went to Justin's apartment while he wasn't there and returned her engagement ring. When she came back home later, she found the ring on her dresser with a note from Justin. Molly had said she wasn't sure when or how he got in.

A former boyfriend from Maryland, David Dayton, said Justin "was always checking up on her, wanting to know what she was doing and who she was with." Dayton said that during a visit last May, he and Molly watched television in her room one night and went to the beach the next morning. Justin left a slew of messages, wanting to know what she was doing. When she called him back, she put the phone to Dayton's ear so he could hear what Justin said.

Justin was furious, Dayton recalled. He heard Justin say he had run Dayton's tag through law enforcement computers, and that he couldn't believe they had been watching television together on the bed. He described the clothes Dayton was wearing. Dayton wondered how Justin knew all this. The blinds had been shut.

"She told me one time: 'He's everywhere. I go somewhere, and he's there.' It freaked her out a little bit."

A LETTER

Friends and even customers at Kmart who knew of Molly's relationship troubles urged her to go to the police or get a restraining order. "She said she was worried that it would make things worse," LaPorte said.

In a call last year to Caroline Miller, a lawyer in Pennsylvania and Molly's best friend in high school and college, Molly mentioned how frustrated she was with Justin's frequent visits to Kmart. She said she told Justin she was thinking of reporting him to the authorities. "She said he laughed and told her that he was the authority," Miller said.

Seven days before her death, Molly had a three-hour job interview with Jim Goodale, a pharmacy executive and recruiter in northern Florida. "She seemed very eager to move to Jacksonville, and she also mentioned that she wanted to remove herself from a failed relationship."

As Molly made plans to move, her friends grew concerned that she was keeping her intentions secret from Justin.

"She was happy, looking for jobs in Florida, very excited," LaPorte said. "But she was worried about how Justin was going to take it. He knew the house was up for sale, but she told him that she was selling it because she had quit her job at Kmart."

On Oct. 31, three days before her death, Molly told Ward she had gone to the police station that morning to deliver a letter to Justin. "She told me that he didn't want to take the letter because he knew it was a breakup letter. She said she left before he read it."

'TOTAL CONTRAST'

The Hembrees had an entirely different impression of Molly's feelings about Justin.

The Molly they knew loved their son deeply. "They did not have problems among themselves," said Justin's mother, Debra. "They were very into themselves, very touchy, feely, holding hands and whispering to each other."

Justin went to the Kmart often - to deliver her food, she said. And Justin didn't use his blue lights to stop her, though they did have a secret signal. He would flash one of his lights once, and she would hit her tail light three times to answer. "That meant 'I love you.' "

She said the two had planned to elope in September, two months before her death. "She bought her dress. She told us how she wanted the wedding to be. She made great plans about the wedding."

When the wedding didn't happen, Justin was devastated, she said. Molly told the Hembrees that she was having difficulty with her parents and couldn't go through with it. "She wore her (engagement) ring in our presence up until she died."

After Molly's death, the Hembrees learned Molly had been telling them one thing and saying the opposite to her friends and family. Molly never told the Hembrees that she had lost her job at Kmart. Instead, she said she had a job at Target in North Charleston and was a "floating" pharmacist in Orangeburg. They had no idea she was looking for a job in Florida.

"It's hard for us to process the total contrast," Justin's mother said.

DRUG MYSTERY

Justin's parents weren't the only ones wondering about Molly's secrets.

Kulp said the mystery deepened when he had a technician dissect Molly's laptop computer.

The hard drive showed that someone had logged onto Web sites for Internet pharmacies and filled out order forms for drugs.

Many of these Internet pharmacies operate in a gray area of the law, providing customers with access to controlled substances based on online medical questionnaires or short telephone conversations with doctors. Their prices are often higher than pharmacies that require prescriptions from the patient's own doctor.

"I said to myself, 'What's going on here? She's a pharmacist. Why does she need to buy drugs off the Internet?' " Kulp said.

The order forms had been for Lortab, a highly addictive opiate-based painkiller similar to codeine. One form in September for 90 pills listed Molly's sister as a patient and Justin's cell phone number as a daytime phone contact. The shipping address was 806 Runaway Bay Lane, Justin's apartment. The billing address was Molly's. The order went on her credit card.

Kulp and Matthews looked at Molly's phone bills, which showed numerous calls to these pharmacies. Receipts from FedEx and UPS showed pharmacies had shipped packages to her home in Rivertowne, to Justin's apartment and once to her sister's address in Columbia.

Kulp said the pattern was clear: After Molly left Kmart in July, she began buying painkillers over the Internet. Kulp estimated that Molly bought about 1,500 Lortab pills over three or four months.

What wasn't clear was why she was buying them.

"She wasn't using them herself," Kulp said. The toxicology tests from her liver confirmed that. No Lortab vials or pills were found among her belongings. They looked at her financial records: All of her income after she left Kmart was from investments and her father. "There is no evidence she was selling anything."

Kulp and Matthews, both experienced interrogators, questioned Molly's family, especially her sister, at length. "I mean, we really grilled them. None knew anything about the pills. It was news to them," Kulp said. The time her sister received a FedEx package in Columbia, "Molly explained it away somehow."

Kulp said the "big question is where did the pills go?" Kulp wondered if the purchase of these painkillers had anything to do with her death. The questions nagged at him, kept him up at night. As he studied Molly's cell phone records, he noticed that she made only two calls on the day of her death. The first one was a three-minute call at 8:36 a.m. to Justin. The last one was at 1:32 p.m. - a five-minute call to an Internet pharmacy.

BEWILDERED

Justin was stunned when he learned about the Lortab purchases, especially that some were delivered to Runaway Bay Apartments, where Justin lived, his mother said. "Most of the packages were delivered to the office and someone would call apparently without Justin's knowledge and go up and sign for the package."

(A manager at Runaway Bay Apartments said she didn't recall any packages being delivered to Molly or Justin.)

"We're all just bewildered about the medications," his mother said. "There's got to be an explanation, and yet the more you hear, the more you wish you didn't hear."

WHEREABOUTS

Although Mount Pleasant police asked SLED to investigate Molly's death, many in the department were convinced she had taken her own life, including Mount Pleasant Police Chief Roddy Perry. Three days after her death, Perry told a newspaper reporter in Molly's hometown in Pennsylvania that he thought the case was a suicide.

Later, Perry would say Justin couldn't have been involved: The medical examiners said Molly died the afternoon of Nov. 3, but Justin's colleagues vouched for his whereabouts during that time.

Justin's partner, Detective Michael Lynch, wrote the most extensive report on Justin's activities that day.

Lynch said he arrived at the department's narcotics office at 11 a.m., and Justin was already there, along with two other officers. They talked about their work plans until about noon and drove to police headquarters, which is in a different location than the narcotics office.

About 12:30 p.m., Justin and Lynch met with another officer at Outback Steakhouse to prepare for a "brief undercover encounter," Lynch wrote in his report. He and Justin then met a suspect at East Cooper Plaza and then returned to police headquarters.

At 2 p.m., Justin and Lynch went back to the narcotics office

At 3:30 p.m., he and Justin drove to a magistrate's office.

At 4:45, Justin and Lynch drove north to Whitehall Terrace to check an address and then back toward town.

A short time after 5 p.m., Justin went out alone to make an undercover drug purchase. Lynch said Justin was wearing a wire, with Lynch and a sergeant listening in as Justin tried unsuccessfully to make a buy. It was about 6:10 p.m. when they finished and went back to the office. They decided to break at about 6:30 p.m.

Justin drove to Runaway Bay Apartments, a short drive from the office. He called 911 at 6:47 p.m.

'HE'S BEEN PURSUED'

After Molly's death, police began receiving calls and letters - some anonymous, some not - suggesting that there was more to the story, Lt. Livingston said.

One of Molly's relatives identified himself as a law enforcement official from Arizona and told Livingston that people were watching Mount Pleasant police to see how they handled the case.

"We have nothing to hide, nothing at all to hide," Livingston said. "Certainly I'm not going to and none on the command staff are going to disgrace this department by trying to cover up a crime that occurred. The integrity of this department is bigger than all of us."

Livingston said Justin has been subjected to a campaign of innuendo. The family blanketed Justin's apartment complex with fliers seeking information about Molly's death. They took out ads in the Moultrie News. The department is sympathetic to Molly's loved ones, but "I don't think the family is going to be satisfied until we say that Hembree had something to do with her death, and we just can't say that. If we had any indication that he was involved in her death, I would be leading the charge to prosecute. But we don't."

Justin, he said, "has not been able to grieve himself. He has almost been pursued to a degree."

PASSING THE TESTS

After Molly died in November, Justin hired Andy Savage, a local lawyer. Savage wrote a letter to Kulp in December asking that the Wrazens "not harass" Justin. "Their investigator has contacted a number of law enforcement friends of Mr. Hembree and has presented, to say the least, an unflattering picture that borders on slander."

Savage concluded: "Mr. Hembree and his friends need to be left alone. He too is immersed in the grieving process."

Justin volunteered to take a polygraph test the night of Molly's death and kept that offer open afterward, Savage said. Investigators with SLED said the tests "weren't necessary," he said.

Five months after Molly's death, with questions still lingering, Savage hired his own polygraph examiner. The examiner tested Justin in Savage's office April 2. Justin passed.

On April 14, SLED also gave him one.

"Did you shoot Molly with that gun?"

"No," Justin replied.

"Did you shoot Molly with that gun in the apartment?"

"No."

The examiner noted that Justin showed no signs of deception.

PENDING INVESTIGATION

Six months after Molly's death, Charleston County Coroner Chewning sat in her dimly lit office surrounded by stacks of files, books and journals. It's her job to decide whether a death is natural, an accident or something else.

Most of her cases are clear cut. Not Molly Wrazen's.

Chewning received SLED's report two weeks ago. Investigators had been so stumped they used a special "profiler" to analyze the evidence. The profiler concluded that Molly's death was "most consistent" with a suicide.

Chewning wasn't impressed. She said SLED failed to interview many of Molly's closest friends. It was nearly six months before they polygraphed Justin. A mysterious white powder found on the floor next to Molly was never fully identified; Investigators said only that it didn't appear to be a narcotic. The Lortab issue was passed to the state Department of Health and Environmental Control. Overall, she said, SLED's work contains "glaring inconsistencies and errors" that need to be resolved. ("We don't make the facts. We just report them," SLED Chief Robert Stewart said, adding that the case remains open and that the only conclusion came from the profiler.)

Because of the questions about Molly's death, Chewning may hold a coroner's inquest. An inquest would allow Chewning to convene a jury of citizens to question witnesses under oath. If she does hold one, 9th Circuit Solicitor Ralph Hoisington would present the case. Hoisington thinks an inquest is a good idea.

"Where I am on this thing is that I'm not confident it's suicide; and I'm not sure it's murder. And if it's murder, I don't have any idea who did it," Hoisington said. "Frankly, there's no evidence to suggest that the boyfriend did it. So I don't know what we'll ultimately end up with."

Chewning said her office investigates more than 1,000 deaths a year, but she has convened inquests only five times since she took office in 1992. Molly's death certificate lists the manner of death as "pending investigation."

Chewning isn't satisfied with that.

"We have not given this woman the investigation she is due."

EPILOGUE: SAYING GOODBYE

When people die in uncertain circumstances, those left behind often are haunted by questions.

Six months after Molly's death, Caroline Miller, her best friend from high school, said "because you don't know what happened, there's just no closure."

Cecelia Ward, her friend and colleague, sometimes expects to see Molly standing next to her at the Kmart, smiling and helping a customer.

Justin found Molly's engagement ring in the apartment after her body was found. He kept the ring and some of her clothes for sentimental reasons, said his mother, Debra. "Justin felt like Molly came to his apartment and wanted to leave the ring, as if she were saying goodbye."

Kulp, the lawyer hired by the Wrazens, still wakes up in the middle of the night thinking about the case. The Wrazens ran out of money to pay him months ago, but he still runs down leads between other cases.

Sometimes Molly's mom, Ann, drives by Runaway Bay and stops to say a prayer for her daughter. On one such visit in February, she saw Justin in the parking lot. A gray car then pulled up behind her. A man got out and said he was Justin's partner, Michael Lynch, and that she had no right to be there.

"This is where my daughter Molly died," she answered, touching his arm and saying, "I'm not here to cause a problem, just to pray."

ABOUT THIS STORY

This story is based on interviews with more than 40 people, including friends, family, colleagues and others who knew Molly Wrazen and Justin Hembree, as well as forensic experts and other law enforcement officials.

The Post and Courier also reviewed police reports supplied by the Mount Pleasant Police Department; phone, financial and other records supplied by the Wrazen family; probate records and documents from the Charleston County coroner's office. The S.C. Law Enforcement Division declined to discuss the case, as well as Justin, citing the ongoing nature of the investigation into Molly's death. Mount Pleasant Police requested that a photo of Justin not be published because of his position as a narcotics officer.
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