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Author’s Note
 
A Parliament of Crows is a historical fiction novel inspired by the criminal activities of the three infamous Wardlaw sisters. In writing the story, I’ve changed their names and some of the place names. For purposes of storytelling, I have not adhered strictly to their history and where needed I created scenarios out of whole cloth to further the plot.
The lives of the Wardlaw sisters began before the American Civil War and ended early in the twentieth century. They had a habit of wearing mourning clothes and living in dwellings with few furnishings. Accomplished educators, they took positions of prominence within communities, but were secretive and wary of those outside the family. They would drop their responsibilities and flee suddenly if they anticipated the slightest threat. Several close members of their family turned up dead under extraordinary circumstances. Eventually, they generated enough suspicion that they were arrested and charged with murder.
Because the information about the Wardlaw sisters gives a rather two dimensional view of them, I can’t help but wonder about their emotional characteristics. I’m curious about the choices they made that led to their crimes, and how they justified to themselves what they did even as they went about their dreadful deeds. A Parliament of Crows is my exploration of the possibilities with the use of fictional characters and the fun of storytelling.
—Alan M. Clark
Eugene, Oregon
 

Chapter 1: Vertiline—Loss of Life
Newark, New Jersey 1908
 
The shame of Vertiline’s incarceration had abated little in the eighteen months since her arrest. Believing herself nearly helpless against the forces controlling her fate, she expressed the slight power that remained to her in a simple reminder spoken aloud each morning while sitting on the bunk in her jail cell: “After what they did during the war, they have no right to judge us. Maintain a sense of personal dignity, for you are useless to your sisters without it.”
The state of New Jersey had indicted jointly Miss Vertiline Mortlow and her twin sisters, Mrs. Mary Mortlow Sneed, and Mrs. Carolee Mortlow Marshall, charging them with insurance fraud and the murder of Carolee’s daughter, Orphia Marshall Sneed. The young woman was found dead in the bathtub of the sisters’ East Orange apartment, lying in a few inches of cold water, her head below the faucet, and her feet hanging over the back of the tub. Although suspicious, her death was at first seen as suicide. When Vertiline and her sisters tried to collect on several insurance policies they had taken out on Orphia, the police began an investigation and the sisters were arrested.
In the long delay before the trial, during which the sisters were kept in separate jail cells, the twins had perhaps suffered the most. Based on what her attorney said of his visits with them, Vertiline feared that Mary intentionally starved herself and that Carolee had gone mad from the isolation.
As the time drew near for the sisters to appear in court, Vertiline felt an unaccountable excitement despite her dread. After endless days of boredom spent in her lonely cell, she anticipated that the trial would provide intellectual and emotional stimulation. She hated herself for looking forward to the event.
On the first day of trial—the first time she’d seen the twins in over a month—while riding in the police van to the courthouse, Vertiline tried to make eye contact with her sisters. Carolee’s eyes darted about warily. When spoken to, she appeared startled, even frightened at times. Mary, her eyes downcast, was emaciated and uncommunicative. She flinched and cringed whenever Carolee became agitated.
“Are you well?” Vertiline asked them several times in different ways and with increasing urgency. Their answers held little information.
As the trial commenced in the courtroom with the prosecution presenting its case, Vertiline struggled to put her fears aside and look for ways to aid in her own defense. Torn between the urgency of concern for her sisters, and the need to maintain awareness of the proceedings, her head ached, her heart beat uncomfortably in her chest, and she struggled to take deep breaths.
In defense of her own sanity, her mind turned briefly to pleasant recollection.
~ ~ ~
Vertiline had spent a childhood of privilege in a home on Spring Street in Milledgeville, Georgia. Having recalled innumerable times the magical summer parties her mother, Abigale Sobearn Mortlow, hosted in the garden behind the house, Vertiline easily found vivid memories of the events within her mind. She could see the beautiful guests, their eyes cheerful, movements graceful and gracious, their clothing exquisite. She heard their happy voices, full of charm and wit. The exotic decorations and extravagant tables of food and drink were there, filled with dishes prepared from Ducy's delicious recipes by the cook. Vertiline could almost taste the buttered spoonbread, the fried fish, and chess pie. As dusk approached amidst the gentle murmur of the guests, Abigale move about, a silent white bell in her crinoline, lighting colorful Chinese paper lanterns strung on cane poles. Lightning bugs rose from the warm earth of the flower beds, their soft greenish yellow glow competing with the warm flickering orange flames within the lanterns.
Bitter-sweet, the magic light inevitably faded from the garden with the memory of loosing Abigale to pneumonia brought on by influenza. Vertiline had been seven years old when her mother died. For all the crisp memories of the garden parties, her recollections of Abigale had wilted, her lovely features having faded from memory.
Thankfully, the warmth and love of her father, Georgia Supreme Court Justice Horace G. Mortlow, remained and was always in full bloom. Though he had long ago passed away, her memories of him were clear. He was truly the only authority to whom she must answer.  Surely, he would understand what she and her sisters had done and why, and would not judge them too harshly.
~ ~ ~
Her breath more even, her heart calmed somewhat, Vertiline’s awareness returned to the courtroom.
The judge, a tall, lean man with a bushy brow named Tolland, spoke from the bench to Mary, “Mrs. Sneed, please sit upright and show the court due respect.”
Vertiline wanted to say that her sister wasn’t a child to be reprimanded for her behavior, but held her tongue.
Within moments, Mary had slumped forward in her chair again. Judge Tolland seemed to notice, but said nothing until her head fell forward, lolling upon the table.
Then discussions began concerning the poor condition of Mrs. Mary Mortlow Sneed, and Judge Tolland adjourned the trial for the day.
To stave off despair, Vertiline tried to believe in what her father had always called “the hope of tomorrow.”

Chapter 2: Mary—Sacrifice
 
Confined to a jail cell, Mary experienced boredom, but not loneliness. Whether she liked it or not, her twin sister, Carolee, was always with her, even if not in a physical sense. Her connection to her twin’s thoughts, feelings, and memories, had real advantages, but disadvantages existed as well. While the two understood each other with an uncommonly thorough knowing, conflict and resentment existed between them much as it did with most sisters.
Mary didn’t want to eat the shiny brown cockroach that had wandered into her jail cell, but Carolee was insistent, and she was used to getting her way. The campaign to make the disgusting insects seem palatable had begun when Carolee found out that Mary had stopped eating. The bland food in the jail wasn’t enough to maintain good health, and Mary knew that her twin ate every insect she could get her hands on. Carolee was an animal, her concerns those of an animal. Her experiences during The War Between the States had left her that way, but until recently she’d been good at keeping up appearances.
Repeatedly, Carolee shared with Mary her memories of eating the roaches: The texture, the flavor, the tiny surge of energy gained from the sustenance, and the crumbs of satisfaction she derived from it. Because the two sisters occupied separate cells in different wings of the building, though, Carolee could urge all she wanted, but she couldn’t make Mary eat it.
As the insect scurried out of the cell and disappeared down the corridor, Mary put it out of her mind. A moment later, Carolee’s insistence ceased, and Mary relaxed.
With the way she was presently treated by her sister, the idea of loneliness had become intriguing. Mary had never truly understood how others felt when they said they were lonesome. At the moment she would willingly experience the feeling and the release it would offer from her sister’s badgering.
That was a fantasy, though. Real relief would come soon. If she continued her fast, she would not have to wait long for her reward in heaven.
The cockroach, or perhaps a new one, returned and poked about in the corner of the cell. Mary tried not to think about it, but most of all she tried not to be disgusted by the creature so Carolee might not become aware of it.
Because communication through their invisible connection did not allow for words, deception was rare and difficult, although Mary had found that if she suppressed her feelings about a certain matter, she could keep the knowledge and experience of it from her sister for a short time.
Mary couldn’t help being repelled by the movements of the roach’s twig-like legs. Carolee’s urgings resumed—Mary shouldn’t have watched it.
But, no, she wouldn’t eat the insect and she wouldn’t eat the food the jail provided either. A guard removed from her cell the rough crockery bowl containing her meals after thirty minutes, whether she touched the food or not. She gestured toward a set of shelves on the opposite side of the passage from her cell. “It’s over there,” she told the cockroach, hoping it might leave the cell so she could stop thinking about it, and Carolee would leave her alone. “Go eat,” she said, a disturbing tremor in her voice.
Not one of God’s favored, the insect had no ability to understand—the creature ignored her.
Carolee kept up the pressure on Mary to eat it.
Past the painful stage of starvation, Mary felt a light euphoria. When she closed her eyes, beautiful blue and orange shapes swam in her field of vision. She knew the condition represented a weakening of her system that would lead to death. Her father had made the same sacrifice when food supplies were low during the War to ensure his children's survival. Mary saw it as right and proper that she should do the same for her sisters. If only her twin would make the sacrifice, it would go a long way toward thwarting the state of New Jersey’s case against Vertiline. Carolee had always been selfish, though. She feared she’d cease to exist. She didn’t seem to understand that being a Mortlow meant something in the eyes of the Lord.
Carolee increased her efforts, trying to prevent Mary from thinking of anything but the act of eating roaches.
The increasing euphoria from lack of sustenance helped Mary ignore her sister. She lay on the chill, damp floor of her cell, watching the insect, trying to relax, and let go of her flesh. With time, her thoughts became more independent.
Mary recalled that when she was young, her father referred to her as “the quiet one.” What he couldn’t know was that whenever Mary needed to express frustration, throw a temper tantrum or break something in anger, Carolee did it for her. In return, Mary always provided thoughtful calm and quiet reasoning for her sister.
Carolee led the way for both of them because of her aggressive nature, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t consider Mary’s point of view. Shortly after they turned twelve years old, Carolee dared her twin to push a slave down the stairs. While willing to participate in such mischief as a witness and coconspirator, Mary didn’t want to personally commit the crime. If she had not done it, though, Carolee would have kept at her, becoming a relentless irritation.
The twins hid in the guest room that opened to the left off the top of the stairs. Although the door was opened a crack, the drawn shades within the room provided plenty of concealing shadow. They listened and watched through the crack in the door for their prey. Carolee most often perpetrated the misdeeds, but Mary liked the activity and vicariously experiencing her sister’s emotions. Most of all, she enjoyed the stalking of their prey. Restless Carolee fidgeted while she waited, but the process taught Mary patience and how to keep herself entertained by pondering possibilities.
Who would suffer today? One of the young female slaves? If it turned out to be a strong adult male like Jasper, might he get up and retaliate? The question brought with it trepidation, but Mary reassured herself that such action taken by a slave was extremely unlikely.
Lost in thought, she didn’t hear the footsteps on the landing.
“Now!” Carolee said, shoving Mary out the door. Mary blundered into the slave, Agnes, who had an armload of table linens. Agnes, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, turned as she stumbled, and bounced off the banister newel. She threw out her grasping hands for something to stop her fall. A table cloth blossomed out and fell; napkins flew up like fluttering white doves. The sound of the fall was interminable, an alarm that would surely bring consequences. Agnes made a rough backwards somersault down the stairs, hit the floor with a loud smack, and lay there gasping and moaning.
The twins remained at the top of the stairs while Mr. Mortlow and his servant Merrill entered the hall below to investigate. Vertiline emerged from her upstairs bedroom. Eyeing the twins critically, she moved past them and joined the men below.
Agnes’s forearm had taken on an alarming shape, a bone within crooked and straining to emerge from stretched skin. Mary knew her twin relished the intense emotions of the moment. Carolee was about to draw everyone’s attention and claim responsibility.
Mary wouldn’t stand for that. To assert her own desires instead, she jabbed her twin with an elbow.
Carolee backed down silently and removed the smile from her rosy cheeks, and just in time too, for everyone gathered around Agnes in the hall below looked up at the twins in horror.
Although Mary felt no pride in what they had done, she also felt no shame, and would never betray her twin with a confession. She donned her most innocent look.
Even so, if not for Vertiline, they would have been severely punished that day.

Chapter 3: Carolee—Survival
 
Pacing the characterless six by eight cell, Carolee nearly kicked over the slop bucket beside the bed. She’d become so absorbed in her connection with her sister, and so upset with her, she’d briefly lost all awareness of her surroundings. She sat on the thin mattress and pushed the bucket closer to the wall with her foot.
Carolee knew what Mary was up to and didn’t like it. Although Mary had tried to conceal the truth, Carolee had slowly become aware that her sister was suffering and losing weight. Indeed, the more lightheaded and weak Mary got, the easier it became for Carolee to access her twin’s thoughts and feelings.
Mary intended to honor their father’s sacrifice with her own. For Carolee, honor was a costume that only the wealthy could afford, one that didn’t wear well with time. She was certain Mary had no recollection of Mr. Mortlow’s true sacrifice, his real gift to his daughters. Carolee recalled vividly, but she would not relate the memory to her sister.
That Mary was willing to throw away her life disgusted Carolee. Mary believed in things Carolee gave up as nonsense long ago—Mary believed in God and Jesus, and that she and her sisters were somehow better than other people. The war taught Carolee that despite outward appearance, there was no difference between aristocrats and the common people, between gentlefolk and persons considered coarse or uncouth. She was raised in privilege, given a good education, and had cultivated good manners and refined tastes. But when the War forced her to endure privation, in order to survive she’d readily done what, by the standards of her upbringing, was unthinkable.
Carolee was a survivor. When she thought about what that meant, she often remembered the emaciated feral dog that prepared a whelping den and gave birth to a litter of pups under an azalea in the garden behind the house on Spring Street. Because the war had finally come to Milledgeville and Union forces moved through the city, Mr. Mortlow had instructed his daughters to confine themselves to the upstairs of the house. They were not allowed to go outside at all. Carolee snuck out to the garden anyway, and was attracted by the small squeals of the pups. The bitch and her suckling litter was such a sweet vision, Carolee had an impulse to pick up and cuddle one of the cute puppies. A glaring look and snarls from the mother persuaded her to keep her distance. Carolee did not begrudge the bitch such brute protection of her young. She dragged a couple of the wrought-iron outdoor chairs over to the exposed side of the azalea to help block the cold November wind from the den. Having something warm and tender to think about, Carolee returned to the house without being caught. For the first time in a long while, she looked forward to the next day when she would find another opportunity to sneak out and look in on the nursery.
When the next day came, Vertiline kept a close watch on her, insisting that she play games with her twin and help with various small tasks while remaining in either their father’s upstairs study or the hiding place accessible through the wall panel in that room. Mr. Mortlow created the secret room months before in preparation for a time when the family might need to hide from marauding Union troops. The family currently slept there every night. Carolee was sick of the cramped, smelly space.
Mr. Mortlow had been asleep in his chair at his desk in the study all day. He was white as bedlinen and sleeping soundly. The four of them took naps in the afternoon. Mr. Mortlow often slept in his chair while his daughters lay on piles of quilts in the hiding place. When nap time came, Carolee said, “I’m going to take a quilt into the study and sleep with Father today.”
Vertiline didn’t argue with that, but because she left the panel to the hiding place open, Carolee would have to make sure everyone was asleep before she snuck out to see the puppies. She made a little bed beside her father’s desk near the opening, just out of her sisters’ line of sight. When she heard them breathing deeply in sleep, she got up and snuck out of the study, tiptoed down the stairs, through the hall, the dining room, the kitchen, and out the back door.
She crept through the garden, approaching the whelping den quietly to keep from startling the bitch and her litter. As she slowly pulled one of the chairs away, she heard growling. Light spilled into the den, revealing the bitch licking her bloody mouth. The litter was gone, all but for one tiny leg. The bitch lunged and Carolee gasped, dropped the chair, and stumbled back. Heartbroken, she turned and ran for the house.
All day, Carolee struggled to hide her tears.
Finally, Vertiline asked her, “Why are you so sad today?”
“I wish the War was over,” Carolee said, “and we could all have plenty to eat again.” That opened her up and she was overwhelmed with emotion. She cried like a baby while Vertiline held her.
Carolee was angry with the bitch for eating her pups, but had sympathy for the animal as well—she too was hungry.
Before the end of the war, Carolee was forced by necessity to eat something much worse. When she did, she relished it, knowing that with the nourishment she would live a little longer. Indeed, that was all she wanted—to live. Beyond wishful thinking, there was no reason to believe in an afterlife.
She knew Mary was willing to sacrifice her life to save her family, but Carolee wasn’t going to lose her sister, half of herself, to such a useless gesture.
Reaching again to access her sister’s experience, she became aware that Mary was disturbed by the appearance of another cockroach. Carolee pressed her eyes shut tight and concentrated on persuading her twin to eat the insect. She hoped the nourishment might stimulate Mary’s hunger so she would more willingly eat the food the jail provided. With insistence and attention to detail, she repeatedly imagined what she herself had done countless times in her cell, the process of catching the insects and stuffing them in her mouth. She recalled as vividly as possible the texture of the chiton and the meager fatty flesh, slightly salty, as it moved across her tongue and down her throat. She relived the experience over and over, communicating every aspect of her satisfaction with the insect consumption.

Chapter 4: Vertiline—Carnival Atmosphere
 
Tuesday morning, a deputy at the jail informed Vertiline that Mary was too ill to appear in court.
Mary needs her rest, Vertiline told herself, trying unsuccessfully to set aside worries about her sister.
As she and Carolee rode to the courthouse, a slovenly rabble ran along beside the police van, shouting obscenities and shaking fists. Vertiline kept her head down to avoid seeing the spittle that flew against the small windows.
The shuddering movements of the vehicle tormented her arthritic sixty-one-year-old joints. She hated the rattling contraption, much as she hated the rabble, in an unreasoning manner both satisfying and discomfiting. She knew that most people thought of automobiles as a shining example of ingenuity, as an indication that man’s future was bright.
If I’m convicted, perhaps I will not have to suffer that future.
Something, a bottle perhaps, broke against the side of the van and Vertiline’s heart leapt into her throat.
“They’re restless,” Carolee said, her eyes wide with fear. “These people are already tired of waiting.”
Vertiline raised one eyebrow, her silent questioning look.
“For our hanging,” Carolee answered flatly.
“You know there are worse things than being hanged,” Vertiline said.
Carolee nodded vaguely, the lines in her pale, aging face deep and fretful.
Just before the van turned down an alley to reach the entrance at the back of the courthouse, Vertiline saw through the saliva-streaked windows that the crowd out front of the stately building had grown twice as large as it had been the day before.
As the trial progressed through the day, Carolee’s agitation in the courtroom became pronounced, her eyes darting about, her head frequently cocked to one side, her facial expressions changing as if in response to communication from an imaginary person. Again, Vertiline could not concentrate on the proceedings as she devoted her attention to helping her sister remain calm—sitting close, holding Carolee’s hand, and providing an occasional reassuring smile. In the end, the madness won out. Carolee interrupted the proceedings while the prosecutor (Polackski or something with more syllables) questioned Dr. Robert Casby, the one who had provided the sisters with the certificate of health required to take out the life insurance policies on Orphia.
“You killed her!” Carolee shouted at the doctor, the volume and emotion in her voice silencing the courtroom. “Help me, Mary, or all is lost!” Carolee then began beating her head against the defense table. Of course, Mary wasn’t in the courtroom. Judge Tolland demanded Carolee’s removal. Two bailiffs had little trouble subduing her. Vertiline was disturbed to see Carolee’s flailing arms and rigid legs. The bailiffs removed her, and Vertiline would later learn that Carolee had been taken to a sanatorium and put under observation.
Wednesday arrived with an overcast morning, and Vertiline rode in the van without her sisters, feeling none too fit herself after the barrel-chested guard who’d helped her into the van spoke to her. “I always know which prisoners are guilty,” he said. The chill of his hands, evident through Vertiline’s sleeve as he provided a steadying grip at her elbow, matched that of his words. “I can see it in their eyes. You wear the veil and try to look away, but I can still see it. I know.” Then he smiled.
He will never know, none of them will ever know what was in our hearts, Vertiline reassured herself.
Again, an angry rabble, shouting and cursing, followed the van. The vehicle paused before turning down the alley that led to the back of the courthouse. Vertiline heard the driver yell, “Get that wagon out of the way,” but she couldn’t see to whom he spoke. The guards who rode with him in the front of the van stepped out and worked to clear the boisterous rabble from the intersection, lunging with their truncheons and shouting, “Move along!” The mob shouted insults at the guards, then ran off down the block.
Despite the increased frailty she’d experienced in recent years, Vertiline did not suffer from poor eyesight. She looked through a window relatively free of spittle and saw the rabble merge with the throng on the courthouse steps half a block away. The crowd, consisting primarily of laborers, had grown since the day before. Many children, truant from school or perhaps released from their lessons to join the cruel celebration, moved among the adults. Vertiline could see vendors of food and other items, perhaps the souvenirs and tabloids full of lies her attorney had told her about. Performers, including a troupe of red-and-green-clad acrobats, kept the crowd entertained. The carnival atmosphere belied the solemnity of the court itself.
Vertiline saw the trial as an absurd pretense, a plot to destroy her and her sisters, not for what they’d done, but because they represented the culture of the South. Worse, no doubt the State found the trial a boon because it brought needed attention and commerce to the city of Newark. From the sensational newspaper headlines her attorney had shown her, it was clear that the press and the state worked together toward her conviction, for the people of New Jersey and New York had already decided the case. Indeed, the prosecution’s arguments against her were predicated in part on evidence gathered by a journalist.
More than anything, Vertiline desired an escape, but she was too old to be slippery, to escape bodily from her predicament. The guards in her escort from jail to court and back again each day were not vigilant, but sufficient for an old woman with arthritis in her feet, knees, hips, shoulders, and elbows. And, of course, she had her sisters to consider as well.
After arriving at the courthouse, guards took her through the Tombs, a place of sharp echoes in the basement of the building with meeting rooms and lonely holding cells. She’d sat in one of the pale green meeting rooms the previous day, waiting with her attorney for court to begin, and assumed she would presently suffer more of the same, but instead the guards guided her up the dank staircase into the courtroom and placed her in a seat at the defense table next to her attorney.
He didn’t acknowledge her presence in any way as he sat reading from loose leaves of paper. An untidy, plump man who went by the name of Hitchens, he was in so many ways an unfinished fellow. He always smelled of rancid fat.
Feeling very much alone, Vertiline watched everyone file into the courtroom. The prosecutor entered and approached the prosecution table. She had hated the sickly little man the first time she met him several months ago, and she hated him still. He was olive-skinned, and his short, thin frame made his clothing look too big. His northern surname—an immigrant name of Eastern European origin—wasn’t memorable because of its difficult pronunciation.
The prosecutor stood not ten feet away, but didn’t look in Vertiline’s direction. Kalinowski—that was it, an ugly Polish name. Thankfully, his discourteous behavior allowed her to ignore him in return.
The grand scale of the chamber, the fine quality of its woodwork, and the graceful curve of the wall behind the judge’s bench gave the courtroom a solemn, imposing air. How could such an atmosphere of authority continue to exist under such corrupt circumstances? Surely the courthouse must crumble and fall any moment, the illusion dashed.
Finally Mr. Hitchens turned to Vertiline. “Good morning, Miss Mortlow.” He gave her no time to respond to his greeting. “Because Mrs. Marshall is under observation at the sanatorium, and Mrs. Sneed is too ill to join us in court,” he said, “the judge has granted a severance of your cases. Your sisters’ trials will be postponed for now, but yours will continue.”
Again, the responsibility for her family rested entirely on Vertiline’s shoulders. She knew that if her sisters survived to be tried, the outcome of her trial would be a determining factor in theirs. She sagged beneath the weight of the responsibility for a moment, but then thought better of it and sat up straight again, the fabric of her black silk clothing rustling, her chair squeaking.
During the morning’s proceedings, Mr. Kalinowski questioned a handwriting expert, a Mr. Beaumont, about several different suicide notes stored in Vertiline’s correspondence folio. The folio had been found by a journalist who illegally searched the sisters’ basement apartment after the police completed their inspection of the premises. He then turned the folio over to the prosecution.
Watching the so-called expert, Vertiline thought he appeared to be slightly inebriated. “The handwriting in the suicide notes is identical to the handwriting examples belonging to Miss Vertiline Mortlow,” he said.
 Did he have to salve his conscience with drink before he could testify against me?
On cross-examination, Mr. Hitchens asked, “Could the handwriting of
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