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In memory of Helen Haak Vogel, who uncon-
ditionally loved so many children—including 
my dad and me—as her own. She will always be 
the grandmother of my heart.
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If God so loved us, we ought also to love one another.
—1 John 4:11
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Chapter One

New York City
Callum Holbrook

The subway car hissed to a stop, and Callum found himself 
jostled to and fro by those hurrying to exit while others hur-

ried to board. Such a crushing mass of people. More crowded, 
even, than the shift change at the factory because the subway tun-
nel was a narrower space. For a moment, he worried he’d be 
pushed back inside for another ride, but he took a sideways step 
and stayed on the platform. The doors closed, a bell clanged, and 
the car clattered into motion.

He blew out a breath of relief and joined the throng milling in 
the direction of the staircase that led to the city sidewalk above. 
He didn’t use the underground railway much. No need to most 
days. But today wasn’t like most days. A smile tugged at the cor-
ners of his lips, and he let it grow. Today was special—the start of 
being a family again.

A chill wind whooshed down the cement-walled staircase, 
carrying the mingled odors of garbage and fish. “’Tis the perfume 
of the Bronx,” his Freida used to say with a laugh. He was so used 
to the smell he didn’t even crinkle his nose. But the well-dressed 
lady moving along beside him, her heels click-clicking against the 
painted concrete floor, muttered something about a vile stench 
and wrapped a flowered scarf around the bottom half of her face. 
Her elbow bumped his shoulder, and she shot him a glare. He 
was tempted to glare back. After all, he wasn’t the one at fault. 
But no snooty lady could take the shine off this day. He offered a 
polite “Excuse me,” then bounded up the remaining steps two at 
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4  Kim Vogel Sawyer

a time and entered the flow of foot traffic on the wide sidewalk.
A shiver rattled through him, and he pulled up the collar of his 

tattered jacket. Not for the first time, he wished he owned a 
slicker to wear on damp spring days. Wool was fine for warmth, 
but it sucked up moisture—even misty drizzle—like a sponge. 
By the time he reached the block with the three-story, brown 
brick orphan home, the wet wool stank like a creek-dunked dog. 
Not that the jacket smelled any worse than he did after a week of 
work.

His feet slowed as he took in the Mission Church Home for 
Orphaned and Destitute Children, standing like a proud giant 
between humble single-family dwellings. Maybe he should’ve 
waited until he’d had his Saturday bath before coming to see his 
girls. Thirteen months had slipped by since his last visit to the 
orphan asylum. Would one more day matter? Then he shook his 
head. No, he’d made the trek across the city to give Evvie and 
Winnie his good news today. He opened the creaky iron gate and 
strode up the short pathway dividing two patches of sparse still-
brown grass. He leaped onto the cracked concrete stoop outside 
the pair of tall wood-paneled doors and reached for the doorbell 
key. But something brought to mind the subway woman’s sour 
look, and he paused and glanced down his length.

Ugh.
Tiny metal pieces scattered by the grinder peppered his clothes. 

Those little bits were sharper than glass shards. His hands bore 
tiny recent cuts and dozens of old scars from the flying fragments 
that wiggled their way under the leather gloves he always wore 
when he worked. The bits could get into a child’s socks or shoes 
just as easily. He wouldn’t risk the children being hurt. Even 
though eagerness to see his girls tugged at him, he stopped to 
yank off his newsboy cap and smack away as many of the shiny 
flecks of steel clinging to his work trousers as possible.

Satisfied the remaining shavings were too embedded in the 
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Where We Belong  5

rough fabric to fall free on the floor, he tucked his cap under his 
elbow, finger combed his hair into place, and finally rang the bell. 
Several seconds ticked by before the right-hand door swung 
wide.

A young woman wearing a plain brown dress and carrying a 
feather duster stood framed in the doorway. “Yes, sir? Are you 
here to see the property?”

See the property? She must’ve been expecting someone else. 
Callum cleared his throat. “No. I’ve come to see my girls.”

A frown marred her narrow face. “Your girls?”
He remembered the woman. One of the asylum’s housekeep-

ers. But he didn’t recall her name, and she didn’t remember him 
at all. Shame hunched his shoulders. He’d gone too long between 
visits. “I’m Callum Holbrook. My girls are Evelyn and Edwina 
Holbrook.” He leaned sideways slightly and peered beyond her 
into the shadowy foyer. By this hour of the day, the children 
would have finished their supper. They should be playing in the 
hallways or out here in the yard, but those areas were empty. The 
whole place was quiet. Too quiet.

A sense of foreboding fell over him. He jerked upright. “Miss, 
where are the children?”

She whirled on her heel and scurried toward the opposite end 
of the foyer. “Miss Armstrong! Miss Armstrong!” Her shrill voice 
echoed against the tin ceiling tiles.

Callum charged after the housekeeper. His heart pounded 
with such force he could hardly draw a breath. The girl disap-
peared beyond a doorway ahead, still calling for the asylum’s ma-
tron. If Callum’s memory served correctly, she’d gone into the 
matron’s office. A gentleman would stop outside the door and 
knock before entering, but at that moment, Callum didn’t much 
care about being gentlemanly. He rounded the corner so fast the 
damp soles of his old boots slid and he bounced his shoulder off 
the doorframe on his way in.

Sawy_9780593600856_all_1p_r1.indd   5Sawy_9780593600856_all_1p_r1.indd   5 10/15/25   4:04 PM10/15/25   4:04 PM



6  Kim Vogel Sawyer

Wincing, he pointed at the stern-looking tall woman on the 
opposite side of a massive desk. “Ma’am, I’m here to see Evvie 
and Winnie Holbrook. Fetch them quick.” Imagining how Freida 
would feel about his forcefulness, he added, “Please.”

Miss Armstrong turned to the housekeeper. “Mildred, return 
to your cleaning.” The younger woman scuttled past Callum, 
clutching the feather duster like a shield in front of her. Her foot-
steps faded away. The matron gestured to a ladder-back chair in 
front of her desk. “Please have a seat, Mr. Holbrook.”

“I don’t wanna sit, ma’am. I wanna see my girls.” He crushed 
his cap in his fist. “I have a surprise for ’em. I’ve got a real good 
job now at the Remington Steel Factory. Been there a full three 
months. At the end of last month, I signed papers on an apart-
ment with two bedrooms.” Evvie was so big already she’d prob-
ably rather have her own room. But after sharing a room with a 
dozen other girls here at the asylum, sharing with only Winnie 
would still be mighty nice. “I’ve been rounding up furnishings 
and such, getting it ready, and now it’s all set.” None of the things 
were fancy. None of them were even new. But new and fancy 
didn’t matter. Being together again was all that mattered. “So I’m 
gonna pull the girls from here today, and they—”

“Mr. Holbrook.”
Callum went silent, but his mouth still hung open. He clacked 

his jaw closed.
The woman settled in her seat and held her hand toward the 

chair she’d pointed out earlier. “Sit down, please. We need to 
talk.”

He could tell by her sad face this would be bad news. He’d 
rather take it on his feet. He’d stayed standing when the doctor 
told him his wife hadn’t survived Winnie’s birthing. He stood 
straight when the boss at the docks told him he didn’t have a job 
there anymore. He stood through countless other bosses turning 
him away. Callum might not be educated or wealthy or powerful, 
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Where We Belong  7

but he was strong. He’d stand, no matter what Miss Armstrong 
said. He shook his head.

Miss Armstrong huffed out a sigh that let Callum know she 
wasn’t pleased. “Very well, then.” She linked her hands and 
looked directly into his face. “Your girls aren’t here. Nor, as 
you’ve likely already discerned, are any of the other children. 
They’ve all been sent away.”

“To another asylum in New York?”
“No, sir. They’ve been sent west.”
His knees wobbled. Maybe he should have sat. He braced 

himself against the doorjamb. “Ma’am, you aren’t making any 
sense. What does that even mean, ‘west’?” Realization struck 
with as much force as a two-by-four against his skull. He stag-
gered forward a few feet and gaped at her. “You don’t mean west, 
do you?”

She sighed again, this time sounding more regretful than ag-
gravated. “Mr. Holbrook, when you placed Evelyn and Edwina 
with us, you were informed of our involvement in home finding. 
Our mission has always been to see our children placed with 
families rather than forever residing in an institution.”

He took another shaky step in her direction. “An’ I told you 
the girls’ being here was only for a while. Until Winnie was big 
enough to go to school.” Winnie wasn’t quite school-age yet, but 
Evvie was in her seventh year. That was plenty of book learning 
for a girl—two years more than either he or Freida got. She could 
take care of Winnie and the apartment.

Miss Armstrong stood and rested her fingertips on the desk-
top. “Mr. Holbrook, you must be aware that our country is in a 
difficult period.”

He swallowed a snort. Of course he knew. He’d spent nearly 
two years moving from borough to borough, doing odd jobs for 
a meal while seeking employment that would let him earn 
enough to take care of his girls. He gave a brusque nod.
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8  Kim Vogel Sawyer

“The funds upon which we’ve relied to keep our doors open 
have dried up. We could no longer care for the children here. 
Families all across the nation are struggling. The successful home 
placing of children of the past decades has all but disappeared. If 
we were to find good homes for the children, we had to act 
quickly.”

Why hadn’t he come sooner? Remorse formed a knot in his 
throat, but a wave of anger pushed it down. “How could you 
send my girls away without talking to me first?”

“We tried.” The woman lifted her chin. “Six months ago, when 
it became clear the asylum would be closing, we sent a missive to 
your last known residence. We sent a second notice three months 
after that, then a third six weeks ago. We received no response 
from you.”

Callum looked at the floor, too ashamed to meet Miss Arm-
strong’s gaze. When was the last time he’d gotten any piece of 
mail? Not since he lost the dock job almost three years ago and 
had to move out of the apartment he’d shared with a couple other 
fellows. How could he keep a mailbox when he slept in alleys or 
the stockrooms of stores? He had a little cubby for letters now at 
the tenement, but what good would it do him?

“We could only presume that something had befallen you and 
left the girls truly orphaned or that you’d changed your mind 
about wanting them.”

Agony twisted through his gut. How could he make this lady 
understand? It had nearly killed him to leave after his last visit 
here. Evvie begged him to take her with him, and little Winnie 
clung to his leg like a monkey to a tree and sobbed even though 
she hardly knew him. Even remembering it nearly tore his heart 
in two. He hadn’t wanted to put them through such an ordeal 
again, so he’d promised Evvie that the next time he came, he’d 
walk out the door with them. And now it was too late. Unless . . . 

He raised his head so fast his neck popped. “Ma’am, you said 
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Where We Belong  9

the girls went west. On a train?”
“Yes. We put the girls on our very last transport.”
“When?”
“It departed February 27.”
Exactly three weeks ago. How far could a train get in three 

weeks? He inched closer to the desk. “Where was it headed?”
“There were planned stops along the railway in several small 

towns in Illinois, Missouri, and Kansas.”
So many states. And all so far away. His mouth went dry. He 

licked his lips. “Where did my girls get off?”
Her forehead puckered, and she pressed her fingers to the fur-

rows. “I won’t know until the assigned guardians, Miss Harms 
and Miss Davis, return with the placement paperwork.”

Callum tamped back a growl of frustration. “When’ll that be?”
“To be perfectly frank, I do not know.” She held out her hands 

in a gesture of defeat. “Evelyn and Edwina went with the last of 
our children—forty-two in all. In the beginning days of home 
placing, that many children could be chosen at the very first stop. 
These days? It might take more stops than children in need of 
homes to find suitable placements for all of them. However, for 
the benefit of our guardians, we chose Marion, Kansas, as the last 
stop for this final trip, and we prayed fervently that each child 
would be received into a loving home.”

She settled in her chair again, like she was too weary to remain 
upright. “I realize this is a vexing situation for you, Mr. Hol-
brook, but I assure you the girls were not sent out of malice or 
indifference. We had only their best interests at heart when they 
were added to the list of potential adoptees. And what other 
choice did we have? We didn’t know where you were, and the 
asylum was closing. In fact, the only reason Mildred and I are still 
here is to ready the property for sale while I await the paperwork 
that will allow me to complete my responsibilities as the matron 
of the Mission Church Home.”
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10  Kim Vogel Sawyer

Callum cringed. He wasn’t the only one who was losing some-
thing. “I’m sorry about you not having a job or a place to live 
anymore, ma’am. I truly am. I know what it’s like to be let go and 
not have someplace safe and warm to lay my head. But I’ve lost 
something even more dear than a job. My girls are gone, and I’ve 
gotta get ’em back.” He crossed the remaining distance in two big 
steps and stopped at the edge of the desk. Pressing his hat against 
his thrumming chest, he stared into her unsmiling eyes. “Will 
you please help me get ’em back?”
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