WRAZEN'S DEATH RULED A HOMICIDE
By Tony bartelme And Glenn Smith
Tuesday, August 10, 2004
Edition: FINAL, Section: SECTION A, Page A1 


Linked Objects:



 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1856139.1" 
[image: image2.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1862545.1" 
[image: image3.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "http://206.74.163.43/scripts/foxisapi.dll/wmsql.wm.request?HIT_00000000_1862557.1" 
[image: image4.jpg]






-- Agent who worked on case no longer with SLED

-- 2 outside agents to investigate

-- Boyfriend's family calls inquest 'kangaroo court'

For eight months, state investigators were unable to determine how Molly Wrazen died.

It took a jury 40 minutes.

In an emotional coroner's inquest, a jury Monday found that Wrazen did not commit suicide in the bedroom of her boyfriend's apartment last November. Instead, it ruled someone put a revolver to her chest and shot her to death.

The finding had a ripple effect on the State Law Enforcement Division, which had been criticized for its investigation. As of Monday afternoon, the agent who handled the case no longer works for SLED, Chief Robert Stewart said.

Two new agents based outside the Charleston area were assigned to the investigation. The case needed "a fresh look," Stewart said.

Much of the inquest focused on Wrazen's boyfriend, Justin Hembree, a narcotics detective with the Mount Pleasant Police Department. Officials with the department were discussing the inquest's results late Monday and had no comment.

Hembree refused to testify during the inquest and has denied any involvement in the death. His attorney, Andy Savage, has said he is the victim of a witch hunt.

The coroner, he said, tailored the inquest to support her theory that Wrazen had been slain, ignoring any evidence or testimony to the contrary.

The jury arrived at "the only reasonable explanation based on the information they were provided. ... We knew from the beginning this was not going to be a fair and impartial search for the truth."

QUICK VERDICT

For three days, jurors heard testimony about how Wrazen, a popular young former pharmacist at Kmart, was making plans to move from the Charleston area, mainly to get away from Hembree.

Witnesses spoke about how Hembree tracked her movements, called her constantly, threw food at her during an argument and used his police cruiser to stop her.

After the last witness testified Monday morning, Charleston County Coroner Susan Chewning directed the four men and two women on the jury to decide how Wrazen died, giving them four options: homicide, suicide, accidental and undetermined.

"I polled the jury right from the get-go to see where everyone was," said Sue Gordon, the forewoman. "Right around the room it went homicide, homicide, homicide."

Another juror, William Wilson, said, "It took us longer to fill out the paperwork than it did to come up with a verdict, and we didn't talk amongst each other over the three days. Everyone thought the same thing."

Jurors also had the option of writing the name of a suspect on their verdict form but declined to do so.

Gordon said that after hearing about how Wrazen was stalked and tracked, she and other jurors were concerned about their own safety. Wilson said he was more concerned about the fairness of identifying someone in an inquest.

"This wasn't a trial," he said. "It would have been irresponsible for us to name someone without hearing all sides of the story."

When the verdict was read, Bob Wrazen, Molly's father, folded into his wife, Ann, and daughter, Kerry, pulling them close. He then reached across and clamped a comforting hand on his son Jason, who trembled with sobs.

Across the aisle, Hembree's family looked stunned. Hembree's father, Charles, shook his head. Earlier in the day, he called the inquest "a joke" and "a kangaroo court." His son, he said then, "had an alibi and passed two lie detector tests."

What happens next isn't entirely clear. A verdict in a coroner's inquest is not a criminal indictment or charge; it's only a recommendation to the S.C. Attorney General's Office. For now, the line on Wrazen's death certificate describing the manner of death will still read "undetermined," Chewning said. She wants to see what a new investigation turns up before she changes it.

Jennifer Evans, assistant deputy attorney general, said prosecutors will work with SLED. "There are some questions that need to be resolved. But I don't want to put a timetable to this."

THE TESTIMONY

Monday's verdict was a dramatic moment in a mystery that began Nov. 3.

That evening, Hembree phoned 911 saying he had just returned to his apartment in Runaway Bay apartment complex and found his girlfriend with a single gunshot wound to her chest.

Because Hembree was a narcotics detective, Mount Pleasant police asked the State Law Enforcement Division to investigate. Veteran SLED agent Matt Ford handled the case.

But Wrazen's family felt from the beginning that Ford and Mount Pleasant police had made up their minds that the death was a suicide. As the months wore on, Chewning also grew concerned about SLED's investigation and decided to hold a coroner's inquest.

The trial-like proceeding took place in the county's public services building in North Charleston. Chewning was the judge, and two lawyers with the Attorney General's Office asked witnesses questions. Jurors also were allowed to ask questions. With no objections from defense lawyers or cross-examinations, testimony went quickly.

A pathologist testified how the bullet entered Wrazen's chest and went down at a 45-degree angle and in toward her spine, an unusual trajectory for a suicide unless Wrazen used both thumbs to pull the trigger.

A SLED firearms expert testified that the gun, a .22-caliber Rossi revolver, had been fired twice. The first shot was a misfire, the second bullet killed Wrazen.

The most surprising element of his testimony, however, was the discovery that the gun's cylinder had rotated after the fatal shot. This suggested someone other than Wrazen fired the gun. But then he told the jury about another possibility: The gun had a flaw that could have caused the cylinder to rotate on its own after it fell to the ground.

Juror Wilson said he was troubled by the awkward angle of the gunshot and skeptical of SLED's explanation that a round advanced because of a malfunction.

'IT SCARED ME'

Wilson and other jurors said they were swayed by witnesses who described Wrazen as a joyful, upbeat person who was looking forward to moving. Someone with those traits and plans seemed unlikely to kill herself, he said.

Other jurors said they were troubled by testimony about Hembree's relationship with Wrazen.

"With his stalking and behavior, it wasn't a normal loving relationship," Gordon said.

Hembree often went to the pharmacy where Wrazen worked and would stare at her, several colleagues testified. They said Hembree also gave her an engagement ring, but she took it off when he wasn't around, putting it back only when Hembree or his parents came into the store.

He used his police cruiser to pull Wrazen over, said Jennifer LaPorte, a friend who also worked at Kmart in Mount Pleasant. She added that one weekend, she and Wrazen went with another friend to Myrtle Beach, deciding at the last minute to stay in a hotel. Early the next morning, an employee knocked on the door with a message from Hembree.

"It scared me," LaPorte said. No one had told Hembree where they were going. "We wondered how he found us?"

Other friends described how she found a new pharmacy job in the Jacksonville, Fla., area. "She was trying to get away from the troubles she was having with Justin," said Scottie Joyner, another pharmacist friend.

Justin Hembree was conspicuously absent during the inquest.

Chewning subpoenaed him, but his attorney wrote a letter saying his client wanted to exercise his constitutional right not to testify. Savage explained in the letter that because of Hembree's role as an undercover officer, his "mere presence" in a proceeding with high media interest would threaten his safety and undercover work.

Chewning could have held Hembree in contempt of court, even thrown him in jail, but decided not to press the issue.

"There was nothing to be gained by doing that," she said.

Chewning also declined to order Hembree's colleagues to testify, including Mount Pleasant Detective Michael Lynch, who vouched for Hembree's whereabouts on the day of Wrazen's death. Jurors said they were uncomfortable with those missing puzzle pieces.

"We were disappointed because we never heard anything on his side," said Gordon, the forewoman. "I'm not sure it would have made any difference because it was so overwhelming that it wasn't a suicide."

'PROTECTING HER'

Members of Hembree's family sat through the three days of testimony, occasionally shaking their heads when witnesses testified that Wrazen and Hembree had a stormy relationship.

In interviews with The Post and Courier, they said the Molly they knew loved their son and wanted to marry him. They said she was having trouble with her parents.

Hembree's mother, Debra, said her family had asked Chewning to present statements on behalf of the family that would have shown another side of Wrazen, but that Chewning refused.

"We came to realize that we were all protecting Molly from something," she said. "We were protecting her from the control of her family. ... In the end, the person she needed the most protection from was herself, and I'm just so sorry we didn't realize that sooner."

After the inquest ended, the Hembrees walked out quietly and huddled with a private investigator from Savage's office. Some were in tears.

Wrazen's family and friends followed moments later.

"Now that it has been formally concluded that Molly did not commit suicide, the Wrazens look forward to the effective pursuit of all logical and suggested investigative leads and the prosecution of their daughter's murderer," said Tim Kulp, an attorney the family hired to investigate the death.

Cecelia Ward, one of Wrazen's close friends, added: "I'm very pleased that it's finally been shown that Molly did not commit suicide and that the jury was able to see through all that. We never, ever thought Molly could have pulled the trigger and killed herself. Now we just want to find out who did it."

DISCIPLINARY ACTION

The inquest cast a harsh light on SLED.

During testimony, Ford, the lead agent on the case, fumbled for facts and admitted making errors.

"I would hate to have SLED investigate anything that had to do with me," said Gordon, the forewoman. "It was pretty blatant that the case was mishandled. ... It was appalling to see it in front of you."

Chief Stewart acknowledged the investigation had problems. Ford stopped working for SLED on Monday, Stewart said. He said Ford's departure was related to the Wrazen case, but he would not say whether the agent resigned or was terminated. He said other disciplinary actions are expected.

"There is no excuse for certain aspects of this investigation and I have taken corrective and disciplinary actions, as I said I would," he said. "The integrity of this agency is more important than any of us individually and we must conduct the agency in such a way that the citizens have confidence in SLED."

Chewning commended the agency for "realizing there were some deficiencies" in the initial probe and working to correct that.

"I find it refreshing that they are willing to put their best foot forward in light of some difficult circumstances," she said, adding that authorities may never know everything about the events surrounding Wrazen's death. "But I think we will go much further."

