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PRAISE FOR THE GIRLS I’VE BEEN

“A captivating, explosive, and satisfyingly queer thriller” 

Kirkus

“This brilliant, thrilling, twisty book held me hostage until the very last page.”

Holly Jackson

“Grifters! Secret identities! Death-defying escapes! The Girls I’ve Been is a powerful gut-punch of a book that will leave you reeling long after its final pages. I couldn’t put it down!” 

Chelsea Pitcher

“Slick, stylish and full of suspense”

Sophie McKenzie

“Oh my god, I could hardly breathe until I finished. The tension! Absolutely loved it.”

Emily Barr

“Fiercely captivating and impressively characterized, this tightly plotted thriller is engrossing from start to finish.”

Booklist

“[A] romance, a tragedy and a story about reclaiming agency and power. It is a triumph.”

BookPage




Also by Tess Sharpe

Far From You

The Girls I’ve Been

Six Times We Almost Kissed (And One Time We Did)



[image: Title page image: The Girl in Question by Tess Sharpe]

[image: Hodder Children’s Books logo]


HODDER CHILDREN’S BOOKS

First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Hodder & Stoughton

Text copyright © Tess Sharpe, 2024

Cover illustrations copyright © Hodder & Stoughton Limited, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eBook ISBN 978 1 444 96886 6

Hodder Children’s Books

An imprint of Hachette Children’s Group

Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company 

www.hachette.co.uk

www.hachettechildrens.co.uk



Jim, this one is for you. 

Your faith in me and my work has changed my life many times, but in 2023 you helped me write my way onto the path to WGA insurance and getting my health back.

I could fill a book with my gratitude, but for brevity’s sake I’ll just say: thank you. You saved me.

You are the best egg. 




[image: Part One: The Girl in the Cabin]





[image: Chapter 1]

Day Seven, The Cabin

I’m tied to the chair. It is not an ideal defensive position. My fingers keep going numb. That won’t do. I shift, trying to get the blood flowing. 

The cabin’s not exactly ramshackle, but it’s kind of musty and gross. There’s a dead mouse in the corner, and there’s no AC or open windows, so I’ve been sweating through my clothes since her mercenary put me in here. 

She wants me to sweat mentally the most. But inflicting physical distress is a tried-and-true torture method. Nothing’s beneath her. That much I believe.

My eyes skitter to the bandanna on the coffee table. Some of the embroidered bits are stained with blood. I breathe deep, reminding myself why I’m here. 

Because you’re impulsive. You didn’t even make a plan. You just snapped! 

But that doesn’t mean I can’t make a plan now. 

I move, trying to get more slack in the rope. I can feel the spindle on the chair rattle when I strain against it. I push harder and it gives more. It’s a rickety thing, the chair. 

I can get out of this. All I have to do is focus.

Deep breaths. Break it down into steps, like I’ve been taught. 

Step One: Get out of the chair. 

The door scrapes. I stiffen. Click, click, click. Heels, not boots. I noticed when she had the mercenary bring me in. She’s clearly willing to break an ankle out here. What a fool.

The agent settles across from me in the much more solid-looking armchair.

She really should’ve had her mercenary tie me to that one. 

Her cheek is still red where I slapped her. There’s a folder in her lap. Bringing paperwork eighty miles into the forest is absolutely a thing she’d do, so I’m not surprised. More like disgusted. 

“I’m glad to see you’re o—” 

She glances up and it seems to hit her then, because she didn’t follow the oh with a -kay as she takes me in. The days of dirt and sweat. The dried blood—some of it mine, some of it not. The I’m going to kill you expression.

Because I might if she doesn’t give me what I want. Why else do you think I let her catch me? 

Her is Agent Marjorie North, FBI. I could make a federal-but-incompetent joke here, but that’s kind of lazy, even given everything that’s happened. 

“I’ll try to make this quick,” North says finally. “Then we can get you out of here and seen to.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

The look she shoots me is all annoyed, I know better authority. “You need medical attention.”

Just a little more pressure. I can feel the chair spindle catch against the edge of the hole it’s set in. 

My eyes slide back to her bandanna. 

Step Two: Ask the question. 

“Where is she, Agent North?” 

North at least has the grace to not act puzzled over whom I’m talking about. 

“You’re here to answer my questions, not the other way around.”

“That’s not how this is going to go.”

She arches an eyebrow. Chilly as hell. “You’re not a minor anymore. You know what that means.” 

“Gonna cart me off to some FBI black-site? Or is it only the CIA who has those?” 

I press my hands against the chair again. I can feel the spindle catch against the edge and then: one more push and pop. 

I’m free! Kind of. My hands are still tied behind me, but I’m not bound to the chair anymore. 

Step Three: Get out of the ropes. 

I cross my legs, wincing like I’m in pain—which isn’t hard, because yes, I really am—and hide the shift of my blistered hands as I rub my wrists against the ropes. They’re not as tight as they should be now I’m free of the chair. A few twists … and yes. The slack’s enough. It’s enough. I’ll be able to wrench myself out of them when the time’s right.

It’s almost right. I need her to get a bit closer. 

“Hey,” she says, as I lean forward and groan. “Stop that.”

“I hurt myself. I can’t really stop anything,” I grit back. 

“You kids,” she mutters. 

“Weren’t you just reminding me I wasn’t a minor anymore?” I pop my right wrist free of the ropes. I need North to get up and step forward. That’s all. But it suddenly seems like an enormous task. 

Should I annoy her into getting up? Anger her? I don’t know. I’m not quick enough to know which button to push. 

“If any of you valued your lives, you would’ve come to us.”

“Because last time the FBI got involved, you were all so helpful,” I snipe at her. 

She can’t say anything to that, can she? But the anger flares in her eyes: I guess I’m gonna piss her off into coming at me. Then I can enact …

Step Four: Take Agent North down. 

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she snarls. 

Oh, I’ve definitely found the right button to push. She’s practically yanked out her broken heart and handed it to me. 

“I know a lot more than you,” I say. “I’m the one that’s been around Lee.” I go in for the kill, like I’ve been taught. Home in on the hurt. Then yank the bottom out from under them. “But you don’t call her that, do you? You use one of the aliases.”

“I use her real name.” It’s a jumbled-together snarl, defensive, and there, there, I did it! She’s up on her feet. She’s coming toward me! I need to be ready. I cannot mess this up. 

I’ve never liked violence. But I’ve discovered I’m really good at it. I’ve discovered a lot of things lately. That’s what happens, when you push a girl too far. 

The last week has pushed me way too far.

So when she gets too close, I just go for her. No thought. No hesitation. Because that’s another thing I’ve learned. There’s a fearlessness to being feral. A smoothness to sinking into the wild and dirt and away from order. I think I like it too much. 

The element of surprise is in my favor—she scrambles backward, and then the boon of my life happens: she trips because of those ridiculous heels. She falls back, her hands full of those files, unable to brace herself as her head smacks onto the wood floor. She doesn’t recover fast enough, winded and reeling. I only have a second to decide but I make the choice fast. The rope’s in my hand, untangled. I kneel down, right on her stomach for extra pain and loop it around her neck and pull tight. 

Then all her energy’s focused on getting her fingers under the rope instead of reaching for her gun. Red crawls along her face as I yank, putting my whole weight into it. My arms tremble. My lower back throbs. When I let go of the rope, she’s gasping and I’m grabbing her gun and the knife at her ankle before she can stop me. 

North’s a pencil-pusher these days. Running an office instead of running after criminals. Not that she ever did much of that. Point is, she’s not a field agent anymore. She’s gone to seed.

North gags on the ground, her face bright red, eyes bloodshot. 

“Christ, you’re fast,” she sputters out. 

“She trained me,” I scoff. “You really don’t know Lee very well, do you?”

She tries to lunge, but ends up sputtering out blood instead. She must’ve bit her tongue when she went down. There’s that anger again, and the thrill that I pressed the right emotional button makes me dizzy. 

I tuck the gun into my back pocket and then tie her hands with the same rope I was bound in. I don’t do a sloppy knot like her mercenary did on me. I knot it like Wes taught me. 

“Why would you wear heels into the woods?” I ask her. “Even I know when to sacrifice fashion for terrain and circumstance.”

My knee presses against her diaphragm, pinning her as I pull the gun back out of my jeans. It looks a lot smoother than it feels. The first time Wes showed me how to shoot one of these things I threw up, and the second time I barely hit any of the targets, but she doesn’t need to know that. I got better after the third time. 

There must be something in my face that scares her. Or maybe it’s the fact that I’ve got her gun pointed straight at her heart. 

North chokes out something. It’s garbled underneath the pressure of my knee. I let up a little. 

My name. Almost a plea. 

Good. I’m glad North’s scared. She should be. 

“Where is my girlfriend?” I ask again. 

But North just gasps. 

Step Five: Get an answer to the question. 

“I’ll ask you one more time,” I say. I flip the safety on the gun. My knee presses harder into her diaphragm. Panic bubbles under my skin. Did I get it wrong? Did the worst happen?

“Iris—” 

I ignore the way she’s choking around my name. 

“Answer me,” I demand. “What have you done with Nora?”
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Six years ago

Cave Springs Motel, California 

“Are you ready?” 

I nod. 

I hear the slice of the scissors before I feel the give of my hair. Snip, snip, snip. Amelia—Lee, I remind myself. My sister’s name is Lee now—makes careful cuts, swaths of blond falling over my bare feet and the chipped bathroom tiles. 

The motel is dingy—frozen in the seventies, which is the last time this area saw any real tourists. Now it’s a husk, the kind of place people move away from, not to. The forests and mountains that surround us are so green, so full of pine, that the stray oak scattered here and there that’s fading yellow stands out like a beacon. 

I feel like an oak tree, when I need to be a pine. Blending in with the rest until you can’t see the individual, just the endless green. 

It takes less than twenty minutes for her to shear it from me, the hip-length hair our mother used to coo was my most beautiful feature as she arranged it into whatever style she had chosen for that particular girl. It’ll catch a mark’s eye, every time. 

A golden piece of jailbait. That’s what Raymond’s men used to call me when they didn’t think I was listening. 

But I had learned to always listen. That’s why I’m here and they’re all back in Florida, either caught or running from the FBI. 

I got free. Now we have to make sure they never find me. 

Ashley Keane is dead. 

The new girl is here to stay. If I do everything right. 

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. Lee rustles around me, getting the hair dye ready.

“You’ll have to be diligent with it,” she tells me, as she pulls on the gloves. She begins to work the dye into my short hair. “Your eyebrows, too. So no roots show.”

“I understand.”

“We’ll do a dye day,” she suggests, a lightness to her voice that makes it sound almost fun instead of a necessity. “Watch movies. Do you like mud masks?”

“Do you like mud masks?”

She laughs, spreading more dye into my hair. “Okay, good point.” Her expression turns thoughtful, her hands stilling. “What do you like?” 

“What am I supposed to like?” 

It’s the wrong thing to say. I know it before it’s halfway out of my mouth. All the humor in her face is gone in a flash. 

Her hands fall away from my half-dyed hair, and she takes a deep breath before she can talk again.

“I’m not mad at you,” she tells me. “I’m—”

“Mad at Mom.”

She nods.

“I like to read,” I offer tentatively. 

“Yeah?” Lee grabs onto it like the lifeline it is. She and I, we are sisters, but what does that even mean when we’ve only learned about each other through a handful of guarded moments and matching habits and eyes and one too-risky plan that broke me free? 

“Mostly biographies.” 

“I read a lot of sci-fi.”

“Aliens and stuff?”

“Not just aliens,” she says. “I’ll lend you some of my favorites.” Her hands go back into my hair. “And you’ll give me the titles of some of yours?”

“Sure,” I say, trying not to let it show how strange it feels. To share something outside of a con. 

She finishes my hair, then paints dye over my eyebrows after spreading Vaseline around them so it won’t stain my skin. So it won’t be obvious. So it will look natural. 

Her movements are so practiced. She does this, what, every two weeks, at least? Maybe more. A ritual of disguise; a reminder … freedom is just another thing to lose. 

Mom used to tell me that. Trust is a weapon. Truth is a spear. Freedom … it’s just another thing to lose, baby.

Another con. You can’t lose something unless you have it in the first place. So I took it, like the thief I am. We’ll see if I lose it. 

Lee wraps plastic around my hair and leads me into the bedroom to wait. I sit on the scratchy polyester bedspread and stare at my hands, because I have lived a life of filling in silences with pretty talk and probing questions disguised as inane conversation, but I’m not supposed to do that with her. 

I’m supposed to be real with her. But I don’t know how to be that. Not yet. 

So I stare at my fingers and I wonder what they did with his. Were they able to reattach them? He’ll be so mad I hurt him. 

“He’s going to kill me.”

Her answer is as immediate as my fear. “Raymond won’t find you.” 

“What if he does?”

“Then we run.”

“And if the men he sends catch us?”

She won’t look at me. She won’t say it. 

So I ask it. 

“Did Mom kill any of the marks with you?”

Lee’s head whips toward me, her eyes wide, no mask, no hiding. Just a horrified spill of words. “Which one of them did she kill with you?”

Now I’m the silent one. Have I gone too far? 

“Is that what Washington was about? Is that why you called and hung up?”

I nod. And then I offer something that feels like a defense; maybe it is, a little. “He deserved it.” 

“He’s the one who—” She doesn’t say anymore. She doesn’t need to. Instead she stands up, pacing the space between the door and the bed, tight circles of anxiety, her fingers rubbing against her thumb. 

“I’ll kill her,” she breathes, like she hopes I can’t hear. I don’t need to hear it, I can feel it in the room with us. An urge I recognize because it’s my familiar friend: the idea of matricide. 

“You’re not a killer,” I say. That truth makes the back of my throat burn. I am much closer to it than she is and I’m still keeping secrets. Like the thumb drive I stole from Raymond and didn’t hand over to the FBI with the rest of the proof. 

“Oh, fuck, kid,” she tells me. “You’re not pulling any punches, are you?” She rubs at her face, swipes her entire hand over it like it’ll mask her. When she looks at me, her eyes burn with the kind of promises I don’t really understand, because they’re about loyalty and love and I don’t know much about either. 

“If anyone finds us, we run,” she says. “And if anyone catches us … if anyone tries to hurt or take you, I will kill them.” 

“I don’t want that for you.” The words don’t feel like enough. It’s such a big emotion to feel, that panic at the idea of her doing what I had to that night, helping Mom dig in the soft dirt, her anger heavy between us. 

Maybe I am poison. 

I know I’m dangerous. 

But do I always have to be deadly? 

Her phone buzzes. The alarm for my hair. She looks down at it like she doesn’t know what it’s for, then she shakes herself out of it. 

She rinses me out in the sink, warm water and her warmer hands through what’s left of my hair. She gives me a towel and my new clothes before she goes to finish packing. I wring most of the water out before pulling on the baggy black jeans I have to cuff so I won’t trip, and the blue T-shirt and the black-and-white flannel over it. I’m swimming in the clothes, and I kind of like the way it feels. I switch on the blow dryer, finish off drying my hair. It’s so much faster now that it’s short.

I keep my back to the mirror the whole time. But eventually there’s no excuse and not a damp strand left. So I turn to see her for the first time. 

I stare at my dark hair, chopped and blunt and swinging around my ears, the back of my neck bare, so much lighter now that the length isn’t weighing it down. I look like cracked porcelain, a broken doll someone’s taken scissors and marker to with my big eyes under my now-dark brows, and I marvel at it for a second, the difference. 

Who are you? 

“All packed. We should get going,” Lee says from the doorway. 

But I’m staring at the girl in the mirror. Lee’s been drilling me for days about an invented life to go along with the one she created in Clear Creek, but I need one final thing to make it real.

“You need to say it,” I tell her, and my eyes can’t meet hers, even in the mirror. The ache stretches between us, the knowledge of this ritual Mom created with both of us, the shame that I need it. 

I can’t become someone new without it. 

My sister comes up behind me, and her hands hover over my shoulders for a moment, like she’s afraid to touch, or maybe because she can’t bear to. “Have you chosen?” 

I nod. She’s let me choose the name and my clothes and my hair. Mom never did. And I know enough to know it shouldn’t mean so much.

But it does. 

I tell her, and her hands settle on my shoulders.

“Nora.” She smiles, her eyes meeting mine in the mirror. Her hands squeeze my shoulders. “Your name is Nora.”

“Nora,” I repeat, staring at the girl in the mirror, the cadence of it carrying me. “Nora O’Malley.” 

I close my eyes. My shoulders tilt, my hips shift, because Nora leans toward the right. She favors her stronger side, and she meets people’s eyes head-on, and she only smiles when something is actually funny. I breathe in and out, sinking into her.

When I open my eyes, there she is, staring back at me. 

Nora. 

She looks wary.

She looks worn.

But she feels free. 
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