
Saw-blade smiles
a short story by Jonathan Semple

'I'm not a monster.'
In my dark room, in a corner, I whisper to myself.
'I'm not a monster.'
Over and over again.
'I'm not a monster.'
So I'll never forget it.
'I'm not a monster.'

'I'm not a monster.'

When I hear Mommy outside, I scramble up to the door of my room.
'Mommy?'
The shutter over my window screeches as she slides it open.
'I'm not a monster, am I Mommy?'
Her face is framed by the bars, silhouetted from the stairway lights.
'Of course not. Who told you that?'
Another screech as the window shutter closes, and the room goes dark again. Mommy's shadow shuffles in the light  

under the door. When she opens the lower shutter I'm on my belly in front of it, but I can't really see her.
'Eat your supper.' She pushes my food across the floor, into my room. 'Then get to bed, you have school tomorrow.'
As Mommy closes the shutter I take my supper back to my corner.
In my room there's no one else around, no one watching me and staring. Still, I tuck myself up while I eat, making 

my small self even smaller in the shadows. I hide from the nobodies. Curl up in the dark so that all the people not looking at  
me can't see me.

'I'm not a monster.'

I can't really tell if I've been lying awake, staring at my ceiling for a while, or if I just woke up. It's a bit chilly. 
Pulling the covers up to my chin doesn't really help, because I only have the one sheet.

There's someone in my room. Must be my mom. She's sitting in a chair, in the dark, watching me as I try to sleep. 
When I sit up in bed Mom doesn't say anything, so I just kind of start talking.

'I've been feeling worse lately.' Sleepily I rub my eyes. 'I mean I haven't been feeling very well for a while, I guess. 
But it's been getting worse.'

My stomach's a little grumbly, like I'm hungry, but it's also queasy at the same time.
'I've been having trouble keeping food down. Like, I'll get hungry but once I'm eating I just sorta...'
Even though I barely ate any of my supper I feel nauseous. Thinking about it is making it worse.
'I threw up my lunch at school today. Whenever I eat I just start feeling really sick. I mean, I'm still hungry and all, 

but, it's just...
'Sorta just thinking about it gets me kinda queasy. Sets my guts feeling all icky-like. And when I eat...'
Maybe I expect putting my hand on my belly to help settle things down, but it really doesn't. I'm feeling a little 

light headed too.
'It's been hard to sleep, really, too. Always, sorta just, trying to sleep while my tummy's grumbling at me. And that 

little nauseous feeling that's always kinda there...
I close my eyes and it's a little bit like I just want to curl up and go to sleep. And a little bit like I want to throw up, 

even though there's not really a whole lot in me to come out.
'When I'm lying down with my eyes closed and everything, I can't really not focus on it, and it just gets worse when 

I start focusing on it.'
With my eyes closed, sitting up, I'm getting this little vertigo feeling.
'And really, I'm just feeling all terrible, and tired, and hungry, and a little sick...'
And it's a little bit like I want to start crying. Maybe cry myself better.
'I mean, you know I've always been kinda sick, but it's just...'
When I look up at Mom, it's not actually my mom sitting there. They're all dark and black like they're made of 

shadows. All shadows except the bright round solid white eyes. Watching me, crouched on top of the chair, perching there. 
Leaning forward to hear me, because I don't speak all that loud, really. And they lean closer so they don't miss what I have 
to say next because my mouth is open a little from stopping mid-sentence.

I wipe the unborn tears out of my eyes.
'Who are you?'



They perk right up, then.
'Wait. I thought you knew.' They start glancing around the room and fidgeting on the chair. Twisting their fingers in 

their hands. 'I don't suppose you know why I was here.'
When I shake my head they just sort of shrug and start rocking gently where they're perched.
'Oh, well.'
I turn myself to face them and sit at the edge of my bed. Now I'm not sure what to say, so I hug my legs and look 

around my barren room.
The door's open. Which is strange. It's hard to notice; only a faint light is coming through, so the stair light must be 

off.
The shadow stops fidgeting around and watches me again when I stand up from my mattress and walk across the 

cold floor to the door. Up the concrete steps the door to the shed is open. It's a really clear night with stars and the bright 
light of the moon bleeds around the frame.

Instead of following me as I walk out of my room, the shadow sort of swings up from the door frame and hangs 
upside down above. The bolt-locks on the outside of my door are broken, which is silly.

'Why didn't you just open the locks?'
'I did that?' The shadow cocks their head at the heavy broken slides.
'Well, you were the one who was in my room.'
I climb the stairs and the shadow sort of scrambles along the slopped ceiling above me. They make sort of a 

clawing, scratchy sounds as they go, while I make bare feet sounds on the steps.
It's chilly in the backyard, outside the shed. A cool night and I'm just wearing a ratty, thin gown. My breath clouds 

in the air in front of me. The frost in the grass chills my feet. The fresh, night air smells so wonderfully clear though, and 
breathing deep calms that queasy feeling I've had a little.

There are still lights on inside the house, even though it's late. The back door is locked when I try it, so I wander 
around the house for a while. Curtains are pulled in all the windows and I can't see inside. When I round the corner to the 
front of the house the shadow is already there. They're holding the front door open.

The shadow stays outside, even though it's nice and warm in the house. I close the door behind me to keep the draft 
of cold air out. It doesn't really latch properly anymore.

Inside the kitchen there's a light on, and I can hear someone moving around. Even though I'm hungry, with my 
stomach grumbling at me, I really don't want to eat anything. Eating's no good if I can't keep the food inside me. Instead I 
slowly climb up the stairs. The floor's all carpeted here, and it's nice and soft on the soles of my feet.

The first door at the top of the stairs, when I open it, is a bathroom. The door beside it is already open. Inside is an 
actual bed, with all sorts of covers and pillows. I sit lightly on the edge of the bed, and bounce on it a little. The mattress is 
real soft and cushy.

I look around the room. It's probably my sister's room. There's a big window in the wall, which is neat. The moon 
glows in the sky somewhere behind the curtain. It's only now that I really notice the door, and I get off the bed to go 
investigate. My sister's door is just wood, not big and metal like mine. It's light when I swing it. There's no big, strong locks 
on the outside either. No barred window with a shutter, no shutter at the bottom.

'Oh, shit.'
I look to the voice and it's my sister, at the top of the stairs. She takes a step away from me, and sort of freezes.
'Mom! She got out!'
'Your sister? Where is she?' Mom's voice, loud and angry, comes from one of the rooms behind me.
It's like I panic, standing there, looking from my sister on one side and the door to my mom's room on the other. 

My gut's wrenching, different from that queasy sick feeling. I can't seem to really think. So I run.
My sister shrieks, dropping the plate she's holding, as I run past her and down the stairs. The front door just sort of 

swings open from the broken latch as I bolt out of it. My sister and mother are yelling, or screaming, or something in the 
house behind me.

The shadow is waiting outside the front door as I burst out of it. The street's in front of me, so that's where I go, and 
the shadow follows me. They keep pace with me as I run, not running to somewhere, just running away, down the middle of 
the night road.

The moon is big and bright and beautiful above me. I've never been out under it, its shining, scarred surface in its 
full splendour. It would take my breath away if my lungs weren't busy pumping to keep me running.

I start to slow when I start having trouble catching my breath. When I'm burning inside. I come to a stop and stand 
doubled over in the middle of the dark road. Hands on my knees. Huffing and panting to catch my breath. My feet are sore 
from running barefoot on the rough pavement.

The shadow runs a few paces past me before stopping. When my breathing is a little under control I look up at 
them. Their globe white eyes catch the light of the night and seem to glow. Like two unscarred moons in their own starless 
night sky.



When I'm able to, I straighten up, not moving my gaze. The shadow smiles at me, then, and it's like a pair of saw-
blades grinning.

'Name me.' they say.
Nothing but a blank in my mind.
'I should have a name, shouldn't I? What's my name?' the shadow has moved closer to me.
'I don't know your name.'
'So, why don't you name me?'
'Well...I don't know any good names or anything.'
'Sure you do.'
'I dunno...' I'm feeling embarrassed about this, and I'm not really sure why. 'I like lilies. How about Lily?'
The shadow laughs a little. 'I'm a delicate flower, am I?'
'Well...I'm...You don't have to...It's just...' I stop talking to stop stuttering for a moment. 'Lilies are pretty.'
My face keeps getting warmer, and I look up under my lashes into the shadow's bright eyes. And then there's that 

saw-blade smile again.
'Lily's fine.'
I look away from Lily, trying to hide and stop my blushing. She, because Lily's sort of a ladies' name I think, is 

giggling. Probably because she must think I'm silly.
'Well, what about your name?' Lily says, stifling her giggles.
When I look back, she's still smiling at me.
'I don't know...'
'You can be Poppy.'
'Poppy? But I'm not...' I'm getting embarrassed again. 'I'm not pretty.'
'Poppies are pretty?'
Lily starts giggling again, and I can't stop from giggling myself. It's silly and teasing, but we're all smiles for each 

other.
When we stop giggling my tummy starts growling. I'm hungry and now I'm tired from running.
'If you're hungry, we should get you something to eat.' Lily says.
'But, I haven't been feeling well. And always start feeling sick when I eat.' I'm still warmed up from running, but 

the cold air is starting to bite at my sweat and I shiver.
'Well, I can't have you starving, Poppy.'
Lily takes my hand and we follow nearby convenience store lights.

The store is empty when I enter, except for the clerk. I just wander the aisles for a while, not really interested in 
what's there. The hungrier I get, the less worried I am about getting sick, so I slow down and actually start looking at the 
food.

'Hey.' The store clerk must be talking to me, because I'm not sure where Lily went, and the place is pretty well 
empty otherwise. I turn to look at him. 'How you gonna buy something? You got money hidden...'

The clerk stops talking when he gets a good look at me. We just sort of stare at each other for a while. It's me who 
looks away first, down at my nightgown, which is the only thing, really, that I'm wearing. I'm still holding a package of beef 
jerky that I was looking at when the clerk talked.

When I look back up the clerk is holding a shotgun on me.
'Get the fuck outta my store.'
I don't know where Lily came from, but all sudden-like she's leaping at the clerk. Clawing at his raised arms, biting 

at his face. They fall away behind the counter and there's screaming and tearing and blood everywhere.
My stomach grumbles again and the packet of jerky I'm holding looks really tasty. When I look up, this time, Lily's 

in front of me, smiling. Blood runs between her teeth into dark shadow nothing. And her teeth kinda glint, almost like they 
really are metal.

She takes my hand and pulls me out of the store. We run again, only this time it's exciting, and we laugh and 
giggle. Now it's like I'm not tired anymore. It's like we're having fun, and I let her pull me along by the hand.

It doesn't really seem like we run long, but when we stop we're somewhere else entirely. Now I'm not running I'm 
really tired and hungry. There's a bench near us, so I go over to it and plop myself down on the edge. I'm still carrying that 
packet of beef jerky from the convenience store.

There's a bit of a night breeze and I'm starting to feel really rather chilly.
Achoo.
I sneeze and start to really shiver. Lily sits down on the bench with me and sort of sidles up behind me. Snuggling 

back into her on the bench, I tuck my knees up to my chest. She's really warm and she wraps her arms around me.
Once I've stopped shivering in Lily's arms, I fumble open the beef jerky. I chew slowly on a strip. It tastes amazing 



and doesn't make me feel nauseous at all, and I eat the whole piece without feeling any worse than I already was. My 
stomach feels not so queasy now, just really empty, so I snatch another strip out of the packet.

Wiggling a little in Lily's arms I turn my head so I can see her face.
'Would you like some?' I hold up the packet to her.
She shakes her head, which means, with the way she's holding me, she sorta nuzzles her cheek against mine.
'You're the one with the grumbly tummy, Poppy.'
I go through the rest of the beef jerky quicker. When I find the package empty, I put it down on the bench beside 

me. It's really cozy with Lily holding me. Cuddling up to her, I rest my head in the nook of her neck and doze for a while.

'We should get you inside, somewhere warm, Poppy. You still feel awfully cold.'
I'm still in Lily's arms on the bench. With a knuckle, I rub a bit of sleep out of my eye. Some of my hair's gotten in 

my face, and I try to blow it away. Lily's still really warm, but I am feeling a little cold, particularly my bare legs. A little 
shiver runs through me.

Lily gets up from the bench. When I stay sitting, hugging my legs, she grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet.
'Come on. Warm place. Let's go.'
 I don't follow her when Lily starts to walk away backwards, still facing me. She stops after only a couple steps and 

sort of glowers at me. It's starting to get light out, just barely. The moon's gone, and the stars are fading on the horizon. 
Lily's walked back to me, and grabs both of my hands as I stare at the sky.

'Lily, wait.'
'What?'
I look into her moon eyes.
'I want to watch the sunrise.'
'The sunrise?'
'I've never really seen the sun rise.'
Still holding my hands, Lily looks around, at the sky and the few buildings close by.
'Ok. Follow me.'
Lily lets go of one hand and leads me by the other. The streets are still empty this early, and the building we go for 

looks empty too, from outside. It's sort of a little building, but it's the tallest one around.
In an alley, 'round the side, Lily breaks open a door to the stairwell. The door at the very top of the stairs is locked, 

so Lily breaks that door open too.
Out on the rooftop, we walk to the side facing the sunrise. Climbing on to the roof ledge, we sit down side by side, 

our legs dangling over the side of the building. A vent behind us blows gently. The air coming out is warm from inside.
I scooch closer to Lily. She takes my hand and we just sort of lean against each other as we watch the horizon.


