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“The Monster of Nian” 
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“What a quirky little island!” That was the first exclamation Didi made, as she 

stepped onto the Xiaoxiao Island. 

Every spring, with the beginning of the new year, the entire Xiaoxiao Island 

turns into a grand carnival, drawing in countless marveled visitors.  

Didi was no exception. 

 

She couldn’t be more thrilled knowing that, for the duration of her visit of the 

island’s carnival, she would be staying at Raddle’s homestay. Though a small 

house, it seemed quite homy. 
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The islander responsible for welcoming Didi’s visit was Raddle. He was 

fascinated with scientific experiments, and was nice enough to spend three 

days to clean up all the broken test tubes and spilled chemicals in this room, 

just to ensure a comfortable stay for Didi.  

Didi liked Raddle. He was such a friendly and shy little frog. 

 

“Wow, it smells so good! I can’t believe I’m at a night market!” After settling in, 

Didi couldn’t wait to follow Raddle on a tour of the island, and there first stop 

was no other than the market section.  

“That’s right! Street food is the most vibrant of all foods! An open night market 

filled with street foods, that’s something not to be missed from a real carnival!”  
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“Didi, we’ve been strolling around for a while. It’s time for a little break. Is there 

something else you want to eat?” Asked Raddle. 

“I want everything! Foods so spicy that you could gobble down a boat-full of 

milk, dumplings with a belly-full of tasty soup, and fruit tea with the favor of 

rainbow! I miss all these delicacies so much! It feels just like the Lunar New 

Year!” 

Didi said so joyfully, tapping on a goatskin tambourine she just got from one of 

the vendor stalls down the street.  

“Haha Didi, I love your spirit! People always say that I am too quiet, not lively 

enough. They even scare me that, if I don’t go out to socialize more, I might get 

snatched by the Monster of Nian during the carnival season!”  

Raddle seemed a little concerned, but Didi was indeed spirited.  

“Don’t you worry Raddle! Legends says that the Monster of Nian fears noisy 

sounds. I’ll make enough noises for both of us, because I’m super happy! So I 

can protect you, as long as you get more delicious stuffs for me to eat!”  
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Didi and Raddle got feasted at the food court, then Didi decided to play a few 

games of ring-toss at the nearby stall. It is a common game in carnivals, where 

you toss rings on some neat piles of objects, and get whatever the rings can 

catch.  

It is a simple but also skillful little game. Most people can’t land their rings 

immediately, but Didi managed to land each of her rings three times in a row! 

 

“Wow Didi, you are so awesome at this!” Raddle was hopping in amazement. 

“My father used to take me to carnivals, and I’d spend all of my pocket money 

on ring-toss games and snack stalls!” 
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“Congratulations! You got a mask, some Chrysanthemums, and a candle. It’s a 

pity you missed the astronaut suit though, it’s super fun to wear! It can shield 

you completely.” Said Raddle. 

“I’m quite satisfied with these things already! They all look very useful. Maybe I 

can give them to my families as gifts.” 

“That’s so nice! Hope they find these helpful. The Chrysanthemums, or mums, 

are a special feature of Xiaoxiao Island. In fact, the mums are the only flowers 

on Xiaoxiao Island, you are wearing them right now on your head! To see the 

most beautiful mums though, you gotta go to the Snow Carpet.” 

Didi became immediately intrigued by the snow carpet, and wished to head 

over there right away. Raddle said that he should go back to the homestay to 

finish tidying up. Thus, Didi fared Raddle well, and began to look for the snow 

carpet herself.  

 

When the snow carpet emerged before her eyes, it was as if the world fell silent 

in an instance. All the sounds of the carnival burrowed underground like ants.  
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It was like a chunk of cream floating on the river, surrounded by enormous 

clusters of mums. The entire snow carpet was flawlessly white, emitting a 

serene glow, all except a single spot of pure blackness shaped like an 

exclamation mark. 

Didi could not help lying down on the exclamation mark. The snow beneath her 

was soft and warm like foams. Her heart was suddenly flooded with sorrow and 

gratitude.  

She was so unnoticeably tiny, as tiny as a punctuation mark in a sentence.  

Her life, she felt, was compressed into this tiny exclamation mark concealed 

between heaven and earth.  
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In meditative peace, Didi gradually fell asleep. The moon quietly rose up, its 

light, softly brushed over the lit candles, and seeped into the snow carpet like 

the waterfall that surrounded it.  

 

“I can’t believe that I slept all the way till nightfall!”  

Didi startled when she woke up on the snowfield.  

“It’s already so dark! Raddle must be so worried at home! I must return right 

away.” Thought Didi.  
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Yet when she arrived, Raddle’s home was barricaded by fences! She attempted 

to climb over the fences, but was stopped by a voice.  

The voice came from someone dressed in an astronaut suit.  

“I’m terribly sorry, but you cannot come into contact with Raddle any more. We 

suspect that the Monster of Nian has appeared and set its eyes on Raddle. We 

must protect him.” 

“The Monster of Nian? But I thought that was only a myth?” Asked Didi quite 

surprisedly. 

“We are only trying to stay cautious. Raddle doesn’t seem well. We must protect 

people.”  

“I can protect Raddle! I can stay up all night to sing and play the tambourine so 

loud that Nian will be scared away!” Didi yelled out.  

“We thank you for the kind offer, but please let us handle this instead. You 

should be having fun in the Carnival. Come, let me take you to Nibbles’ place. 

She has a comfortable homestay, and even a giant backyard. You will be able 

to pet a pony by morning!” 
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Thus, Didi did so. She still held worries about Raddle, but Nibbles was an 

incredibly thoughtful host. She brewed a cup of pinecone tea, and Didi 

immediately fell asleep after drinking it. 

 

On the next day, Nibbles woke Didi up and invited her to play at the petting zoo 

in her backyard.  

“You are a guest after all!” Nibbles insisted. 

In the bright sunlight, Didi saw Nibbles’ backyard clearly. There were laundry 

racks and a tricycle lying around, neatly arranged dried fish, a stove and a 

sewing machine too. It was a combination not unfamiliar to Didi. 
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“Wow Nibbles, your home is awesome, cozy like my granny’s place. I thought I 

wouldn’t be able to visit granny’s place this year for sure!” Didi praised.  

“Thank you for your kind words! I wish that everyone can enjoy a good time 

here. But what made you say that you couldn’t visit your granny?” 

 

“Because I can’t really turn into an earthworm to drill my way across the globe, 

so I can’t join them on their island to sunbath on the rocking chairs.” Didi wiggled 

a little as she spoke.  

“Well, thankfully you came to Xiaoxiao Island! My rocking chairs are all yours!” 

Said Nibbles. 

“Thank you so much!” Exclaimed Didi, Nibbles’ rocking chair felt just like 

granny’s. 
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And there were even more amazements waiting, Nibbles’ petting zoo was filled 

with little ponies, casually trotting around. Their fur was the softest thing Didi 

had touched in the world.  

“You could take a pony with you if you want.”  

Nibbles made a very generous offer, but Didi politely declined her. She still 

wanted to check on Raddles and tour the island with him. 

 

Didi went to Raddle’s place, and saw Raddle pacing back and forth behind the 

fences rather half-mindedly, fiddling with the mums around him.  

“Hey Raddle! How are you feeling? Did they say when can you get out and tour 
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with me together again?”  

“I’m fine…I…I’m actually a little tired. Bye now.”  

To Didi’s confusion, he seemed to be avoiding eye contact with her, and quickly 

went back inside after a careless goodbye. 

“Maybe he really is tired, or just upset that we can’t go have more foods at the 

night market…” Thought Didi as she walked away from the house.  

“How would Raddle buy groceries and stuff? But the astronaut said they’d take 

care of him, so there’s really nothing to worry about right?” 

Didi hoped that Raddle could continue his scientific experiments at home.  

 

Suddenly, she noticed many more barricaded houses. It was unimaginable that, 

so many had been threatened by the Monster of Nian just overnight.  

In front of one of the houses, an islander was staring at a camera pointing right 

at his front door. Didi could not make sense of his facial expressions, for they 

were too complicated.  

Didi wanted to approach him, but he took one look at Didi and quickly returned 

inside and shut his door. 
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Another house’s window was open, from which some messy note paper was 

tossed out. There appeared to be some smashing and banging noises inside.  

Didi was curious about the noises, but soon thought of a reasonable 

explanation.  

“It seems that everyone can find enough games to keep their spirits up even 

staying indoors. People are doing great, all protected.”  

 

As Didi passed by a third house, she saw a kid’s stroller was empty by the 

doorsteps. Like all other barricaded houses, there was a camera pointing at the 

house, from behind a fake tree. The house was dead-quiet inside.  
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Somehow, Didi suddenly felt a little scared.  

 

She ran all the way to the seaside, and only stopped as she saw a giant turning 

wheel. It looked like a spot for leisure. She decided to have a cup of coffee. 

For some reasons unknown, she felt that she was getting lighter, quite gradually, 

as if something was leaking out of her heart.  

She decided to take a rest here, to refill her energy. 

As Didi enjoyed the sea breeze, sipping on her coffee and tasting a dainty 

cupcake, her attention was caught by the spinning wheel aside. It was like a 

flamboyant little mouth yelling something, exposing its oral cavity and throat.  

Didi suddenly wanted to know what it was saying.  

“Wheel of fortune for free! An opportunity you can not miss! We have a rich pool 

of prizes, including thanks-for-playing, and whatever you need the most right 

now, such as naiveness, maternal love, and metaphors!”  

The pointer on the big wheel of fortune started to swing, like an over-excited 

tongue.  

“What I need the most right now, maybe a weapon to defend against Nian? I 

have to take a try then, maybe I’ll be able to set Raddle free! Even though I’m 

sure he’s well-cared by the astronauts, cameras and fences.” 
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Didi spun the wheel. Grandiose music began to play loudly, with the wheel 

spinning faster and faster, dazzling and hypnotic, like a little dreamcatcher, and 

Didi was on the edge of being caught into a dream. 

All of a sudden, the wheel stopped. Everything fell silent.  

 

She felt buoyantly light, and there were some unevenly shaped black sticks 

scattering around her feet. 
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She opened her eyes wide to make sense of them, and realized that they were 

the strokes to spell out her name in Chinese characters. They once lived 

beneath her flesh like bones, holding up her body to travel around.  

 

Didi crouched down, trying to pick them up. But before her fingers touched 

those strokes, they turned into earthworms and disappeared from the beach, 

like footprinted washed away by the waves.  

“The wheel is supposed to give me, thanks-for-playing…….and whatever I need 

the most!” Didi murmured, and suddenly reached an epiphany. 
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“So this is what I need the most!” She suddenly broke into laughter, and as 

peace floods her, she ran randomly to the coastline.  

Her body was lighter and lighter, like a peck of snowflake in the snow carpet. 

She felt free like never before.  

 

Didi finally stood still at the pier, gazing at the horizon, and said the last words.  

The words were so important, that they would radiate endless emotions like the 

exclamation mark in the snowfield. They were the words that unlocked a new 

page on her journey. 

A gust of sea breeze blew away her words, scattered them on the beach around 
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the pier like seeds of mums.  

 

If you wish to know what she said, please, come to see the mums on Xiaoxiao 

Island with a true heart of sincerity and nostalgia.  

Perhaps, you would be able to find whatever you need the most in the carnival! 

 

“The End” 
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A postcard from grandpa: 

 

“The village roads were blocked too. No car can enter or leave. Basically, your 

grandma and I now live in the countryside, and take a sunbath whenever the 

weather is nice. Don’t you worry about us. Take good care of yourself.” 

Grandpa 

 


