SLED files new report in Wrazen death
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The State Law Enforcement Division delivered a new report Friday on the mysterious death of Molly Wrazen to the South Carolina attorney general, nearly a year after a rare coroner's inquest found that someone killed the popular young pharmacist from Mount Pleasant.

When Wrazen's body was found Nov. 3, 2003, police and SLED agents treated it as a suicide, but friends and family suspected something else happened and hired their own lawyer and investigators.

Last summer, Charleston County Coroner Susan Chewning held an inquest. After three days of testimony, a jury determined that her death was a homicide, not a suicide, and that SLED had bungled its investigation. After the verdict, the SLED agent in charge of the case quit, and two supervisors were reprimanded.

The jury's finding also triggered a new investigation by SLED that included detectives from federal and local law enforcement agencies.

Friday morning, that report was put in a large cardboard box and sent to Attorney General Henry McMaster.

"It's one of the biggest reports that prosecutors in this office have seen in recent history," said Trey Walker, the attorney general's spokesman. The attorney general could file charges, decline to do so, or ask SLED to investigate further, he said. He would not discuss the contents of the report.

Officials with SLED also declined to discuss the agency's findings. "We just report the facts and the evidence and then submit it" to prosecutors, said Kathryn Richardson, SLED spokeswoman.

Wrazen was found in the bedroom of her boyfriend, Justin Hembree, an officer with the Mount Pleasant Police Department. Wrazen had just broken off a relationship with Hembree and was planning to move to Florida. Wrazen's family and friends have said that Hembree sometimes used his job as an officer to control Wrazen.

"The family certainly hopes investigators have lived up to their Hembree and his position as a police officer in the same manner as they would any other suspect," said Tim Kulp, a Charleston attorney who investigated the case on behalf of Wrazen's family. "In a year, they should certainly have found more than enough evidence to prosecute their daughter's murder."

Andy Savage, Hembree's lawyer, said he thought the investigation would have been wrapped up sooner. He said SLED hasn't discussed any of its findings with him.

Savage and Hembree's family have maintained throughout that he had nothing to do with the death, and that her death and the investigations have caused them tremendous pain. Hembree's partners have vouched for his whereabouts the day Wrazen died. Savage said Hembree has passed several lie detector tests.

Hembree is still working for the department.

Wrazen's death raised many questions. Among them: Why was the gun that killed her found cocked? Why were no fingerprints found on the gun? Why would she take her life when she was making so many plans to move?

Even more tantalizing was the discovery after her death that she was buying thousands of dollars in painkillers over the Internet, and that some pills were sent to Hembree's apartment in Mount Pleasant.

Investigators have yet to say publicly why she was buying those pills and where they were going. An autopsy showed she wasn't taking any painkillers.

The attorney general has no timetable for making a decision in the case, Walker said. "It may be the final report. It may not."

