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Kiki Returns to Koriko

Fourteen years ago, in a little town sandwiched between a deep forest and gentle grassy hills, a girl named Kiki was born.

This girl had a little bit of a secret. Her father was an ordinary human, but her mother was a witch. So Kiki was half witch. When she turned ten, she decided to live as a witch like her mother. But the magic she could use wasn’t so extraordinary. All she could do was fly through the sky on a broom. Still, when it came to flying, she was no slouch. With her black cat Jiji riding on the back, she could pull off two and a half loop-de-loops easy-peasy.

Jiji was raised alongside Kiki from the moment he was born, but he didn’t know any magic. Well, perhaps being able to talk to Kiki (and only Kiki) is magic if you think of it as such.

Kiki’s mother, Kokiri, can fly on a broom and make sneeze medicine. Kokiri’s mother – Kiki’s grandmother – knew other magic, like how to keep a packed lunch from going bad. It seems magic is steadily growing weaker, and fewer and fewer types remain. Some people say it’s because there’s no such thing as pitch-dark nights or completely soundless silence anymore. They say that since there’s always a light or a noise somewhere, witches get distracted and can’t use their magic well. Though Kiki’s father, Okino, a folklorist who studies fairy tales and legends about witches, sprites, and the like, has said that magic once lost might return someday …

At any rate, when a witch turns thirteen, she chooses a night with a full moon and sets off on her own. She leaves the home where she was born and searches for a town or village with no witch. There she’ll build a life for herself using the powers she possesses. This is an important custom, ensuring that people know witches really exist in this world. The protagonist of this story, Kiki, set off on her own exactly one year ago. She found a large seaside town called Koriko, settled there, and started a delivery service. Over the past year, she’s had all kinds of experiences. There were sad times, surprising times, and exciting times. She also delivered all sorts of things, both visible and not. She managed to make it safely through the year and then went home for a visit.
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Now Kiki and Jiji are making their return to Koriko. The broom is flying pleasantly.

‘Hey, look, Jiji! It’s Koriko!’ Kiki pointed up ahead. Koriko came into view, backed by the purple sky where the sun was just disappearing over the horizon. Was it the clock tower’s light that blinked on first? Kiki had only been gone a short while, but all her memories rushed back at once – that road, that corner, the shape of that rooftop, the faces of all the people she’d met – and her chest filled with nostalgia.

‘When I first got here last year, I was really such a baby witch!’

‘You think so?’ Jiji murmured with a snicker from where he sat perched on the broom’s brush.

‘Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing … I just wonder if you’ve really changed all that much.’

‘You’re so mean.’ Kiki straightened up in annoyance and flew faster.

The sun hid itself beyond the sea. A sliver of moon hung in the dark sky like the eyebrow of a stylish lady.

‘Back then it was a full moon, but today we got this skinny little thing.’

‘It’s kind of ghostly,’ said Jiji.

Kiki pointed the tip of the broom’s handle down and gradually descended. In this area outside town, it was completely dark, and the leafy trees looked like pitch-black monsters.

‘Ow – ouch! Ouch!’ Kiki suddenly yelped. Something had hit her foot.

‘Ack!’ Jiji ducked. ‘Something just zipped past my cheek.’

‘It stings! What could it be?’

Kiki hurriedly did an about-face. Looking down, she saw a hazy white blob waving with large side-to-side motions at the top of one of the tallest trees. Just then, something else came whipping towards her.

‘O-ow!’ Without thinking, Kiki covered her face with both hands, so – oh no – her broom began to plummet. The bell she had brought back as a souvenir for her good friend Tombo clanged.

‘Mewww!’ Jiji’s scream echoed.

Kiki frantically grabbed for the broomstick, but she couldn’t reach it. The broom was pointed straight down towards the ground.

‘Here, over here! Grab a branch!’ Jiji shouted, hanging from Kiki’s skirt.

Kiki flailed her arms and clung to the branch her hand touched. When she hung from the branch, it swung like a trapeze at the circus.

‘Ooh, I did it! I did it!’ A voice came from above.

When Kiki looked up, she saw a boy wearing white pyjamas swaying atop a branch and peering down at her.

‘It’s a successful hunt, Sis!’ the boy called loudly again.

Below, a soft light came on, the door of the little house built leaning against the tree opened, and a girl came racing out.

‘Not again! Cut it out!’

‘I caught a big bat and a small bat! Look!’

Bats? When Kiki looked around in confusion, her eyes happened to meet the girl’s when she looked up. The girl’s whole body abruptly stiffened. She must have been about the same age as Kiki.

‘Good evening,’ Kiki said as she looked down, because someone had to say something. ‘I may be hanging from a tree, but I’m not a bat.’

The girl seemed to have grasped that and nodded.

‘Lies! You’re a bat! You only transformed! Just look at you, all black!’ the boy retorted, shaking the tree.

‘Ah, please don’t move!’ Just as Kiki screamed, the branch she’d been clutching broke with a loud crack, and in the next moment, she and Jiji were hurled to the ground. Kiki’s bottom throbbed. Jiji’s eyes were open, but he was stunned.

‘Jiji, Jiji!’ Kiki scooped him up in a panic and tugged on his whiskers. Jiji heaved a big sigh.

‘Are you all right?’ The girl peered at them nervously.

‘Yes, somehow.’ Kiki rubbed her sore lower back as she stood up. ‘I’m –’ she began.

‘I know – you’re the witch everyone in town is talking about, right?’

When Kiki nodded, the girl’s face brightened.

‘A person from town told me. You make deliveries, right? They said you’re so cool when you fly.’ Then she looked at Kiki, who was all dirty and dusty, and made a strange face. ‘But you fell?’

‘It seems that way,’ Kiki said, offended, as she patted her skirt to get the dirt off.

‘Sis, I scored a direct hit! Isn’t that amazing?’ The boy’s voice came from above again.

When the girl looked up, her whole body flinched. ‘Ah! Yaa, you know you’re not supposed to climb that high. D-don’t move, you might fall!’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine.’ He made a show of reaching for the next branch up. ‘I’ll get closer to the moon, closer to the moon.’ Singing, he swayed back and forth on purpose with his hands in the air. Kiki caught a glimpse of the rubber slingshot in his hand. The branch started swinging in a wider arc baaack and forrrth.

‘Agh! That branch seems like it’s going to break. He’s going to fall.’

‘Wait just a moment. I’m a delivery girl, so I’ll deliver that naughty boy to you.’ Kiki cracked a smile. ‘Not that I can fly in a very cool way here …’ she said, straddling her broom and rising straight into the air. Then she zipped all at once up to the top of the tree and somehow managed to grab the swinging boy by his pyjama pants to lift him up.

‘Stop it! No!’ The boy kicked his feet. ‘Sis, the bat’s gonna eat me!’

‘I already told you I’m not a bat!’ Kiki said as she floated gently down like a leaf.

‘But you’re all black! Hurry up and make the moon round again!’

‘Huh? The moon? You’ve got a lot of strange things coming out of your mouth.’

Kiki looked towards the girl.

‘Sorry …’ The girl bobbed her head apologetically. ‘Yaa here is my little brother … He loves the moon – especially the full moon, but the moon gets slimmer and disappears, right? Those days he’s such a handful, all, “Why’s it gone?! Why’s it gone?!” Yesterday he looked up at the sky and practically burst into tears about how the moon was just a little sliver. And I went and told him that a big black bat had hid it …’

‘So the reason stones started flying at me was …’ Kiki rubbed her leg, which was oozing blood.

Jiji made a rumbly noise in his throat and stuck his tail up.

‘Oh no, your tail is bent!’ The girl crouched down and petted his tail, seeming deeply sorry.

‘Hey, gimme the moon!’ Yaa suddenly pulled on Kiki’s skirt as hard as he could.

‘There he goes again,’ said the girl, her shoulders slumping. ‘Mum and Dad are away for work, so I try as best I can, as his big sister, to answer all his questions … If it’s about the grasses or the trees nearby, I can understand their feelings, more or less … But if it’s about what’s up in the sky, that’s too far away, and so big. Our grandma who comes by sometimes repeats that old story about how a mouse eats the moon since it’s made of cheese. But Yaa and his friends know just enough to reply that a mouse couldn’t fly up that high …’

‘So –’ Kiki looked straight at Yaa – ‘what I heard is that the reason the moon gets small is that it goes walking over the mountain in the sky.’

‘Hmm …’ Yaa looked up at the sky.

‘Hey, Yaa, why don’t I fly up to the moon and tell it you’re waiting for it, so it should make sure to come back?’ said Kiki.

‘Can we?! You’ll go get the moon to promise me?’

‘Yep. We can shake on it, and I’ll deliver your handshake right up to the moon.’

‘Ooh! I like it!’

‘Then shake hands with me …’ Kiki held out her hand.

Yaa squeezed her hand tight and said, ‘Tell the big round moon to come back soon!’

‘Got it.’

‘Thanks, Miss Witch. You really helped me out. That was so clever.’ The girl smiled with relief.

‘Okay, here I go.’

Kiki sat astride her broom. Jiji rushed to jump on at the last second, and the broom floated lightly into the air. In no time, Kiki was above the treetops.

‘Goodbye!’ she called.

She aimed the handle of the broom towards the sky and braced herself.

Just then, Yaa’s high-pitched voice came flying up at her again.

‘Um, hey, hey, Miss Flying Girl! You said you’d take my handshake to the moon, but does the moon have hands?!’

‘Mmm, I’ll look for them!’

‘If you can’t find them, shake with that skinny tail!’

‘Huh? Is that a tail?’ Kiki looked up at the skinny moon. Then Yaa’s voice came flying at her again.

‘Your cat has a tail, too – lucky! It’s twitching back and forth. How come cats have tails? Hey, hey, how come cats have tails? I don’t have one!’

‘Hmmm, I wonder … Oh, I bet it’s because cats are always on all fours,’ Kiki said, stopping her broom.

‘Yaa, that’s enough, isn’t it? Let’s go inside and get some sleep.’ The girl tugged Yaa’s hand.

‘All right, goodbye!’

With a little laugh, Kiki turned to look at the moon’s light and climbed higher all at once. ‘Now I have to go do that handshake.’

Kiki raised her right hand high towards the skinny but gleaming moon across the dark sky.

‘C’mon, Moon. Let’s shake, let’s shake,’ she shouted as she flew higher and higher. When she reached somewhere so high up that the air felt a bunch colder, she shook her right hand twice and said: ‘Okay, I delivered Yaa’s handshake like I said I would!’ before slowly descending.

‘Kiki.’ Jiji’s voice rang out solemnly from the back of the broom. ‘Are you sure it’s okay to lie to a little kid like that? You couldn’t actually deliver his handshake …’

‘But how can you say for sure that it was a lie?’

‘I mean, we can’t go to the moon.’

‘Hmm, but I think our feelings can fly there …’

‘But you can’t really shake hands.’

‘You say that, Jiji, but sometimes lies make people happy.’

Jiji seemed like he had more to say, but Kiki said, ‘Okay, let’s go home to Osono’s place.’

‘That reminds me: Kiki, why do you suppose it gets dark at night? Hey, tell me why.’

‘Oh my gosh, you’re such a copycat cat. Isn’t it just the sky closing its eyes?’

‘Hmm … does the sky have eyes?’ Jiji squinted up at the sky.

Kiki followed his gaze without thinking. It seemed like the eyebrow moon blinked and opened like an eye, and Kiki winked back.
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‘Well, well, my oh my, is that you, Kiki?’ Osono said upon opening the door, rocking her body back and forth. Then she murmured in a slightly lowered voice, ‘You’re really back, right? It’s true?’

Kiki nodded. ‘Yes, I felt like delivering myself to Koriko!’

‘Well, isn’t that delightful!’ Osono took Kiki’s hand and tugged. ‘Now come in, come in.’

Rock, Paper, Pastries was filled with the familiar smell of bread.

‘Welcome home. We’ve been waiting for you,’ Osono’s husband said, slapping dough against the table. He must have been preparing for the morning.

Kiki’s favourite red bean buns and lemon buns were on a plate.

‘How’s the baby?’ asked Kiki.

‘She just went down, so we can relax,’ said Osono, pointing up at the second floor. ‘But she’s not a baby anymore. She suddenly started to walk! She gets up to the most troublesome mischief – can’t take our eyes off her for a second.’ Her eyes came to rest on Kiki. ‘Kiki, what happened to you? You’ve got mud on your cheek … and, goodness, there are leaves in your hair … Oh dear, oh dear. Jiji, what’s wrong with your tail? It’s bent like the number seven!’

‘R-right. Osono, do you have any bandages? Look at this.’ Kiki pinched her skirt and held it up.

‘Oh, you’re bleeding!’

‘A naughty kiddo in a tree shot me down with a slingshot. In the forest …’

‘A naughty kiddo?’ Osono looked up in a panic.

‘Don’t worry, it was someone else’s!’ Kiki couldn’t help but laugh.

Osono theatrically put a hand to her chest in relief while taking a first aid kit off a shelf.

‘For your wound, I’m sure cleaning it and putting some medicine on will be plenty. The problem is … Jiji’s tail. I’m sure we can’t use an iron to straighten it out … Maybe pressing it would work? I’ll put my husband’s heavy pillow on it overnight!’

Osono cheerfully opened the first aid kit. Jiji looked miserably over his shoulder at his tail.

‘But wow, what a difficult return you had. Though there is something very Kiki about it.’

Kiki shrugged. ‘Yes, it seems like it’s going to be an eventful second year.’
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Kiki Delivers a Hippo

Ring-a-ling-a-ling, ring-a-ling-a-ling!

The phone was ringing.

‘Mum, can you get it, please?’ Kiki shouted, curled up in bed.

‘Hey, did you forget you came of age? There’s no mum here!’ Jiji tugged the edge of the comforter with his claws.

Ring-a-ling-a-ling, ring-a-ling-a-ling!

Kiki poked her face out once more and shook her head. ‘Huh? Where am I?’ she said sleepily as she raced down the stairs to answer the phone.

‘H-hello? Yes. Yes, the witch … What? A tail?!’ Kiki yelped.

Jiji had come to her side. At the mention of a tail, his ears twitched, and he hurriedly turned around to look at his own, which had gotten bent yesterday. Thanks to Osono’s pillow pressing, it was less of a seven and more of a curve. Jiji sighed in relief.

‘Yes, I’ll be there right away!’ Kiki gave a suddenly energetic reply and hung up the phone.

‘Whose tail?’

‘A hippo’s. The zoo has a job for me.’

‘You’re going to deliver a tail?’

‘Well, I don’t know. I need to go find out. Are you coming?’

Jiji straightened up as he shouted back, ‘Of course!’
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Koriko’s municipal zoo was on a little hill across the big river. There were lots of different-shaped huts, and on each roof was a statue of the animal that lived inside. Kiki found the hippopotamus statue and flew down to it. In front of the hut was a pool, and the woman crouching at its edge watching the water looked up when she noticed Kiki.

‘Oh, Miss Witch. I’ve been waiting for you. Here, over here. Come take a look.’ The woman pulled Kiki over and pointed into the pool. A big hippo and a small hippo had just their nostrils, eyes, and ears peeking out of the water like stepping stones.

‘Marco and his mum have been refusing to come out of the water all morning. Oh, and I’m Mama, their keeper. That’s my real name, so please don’t laugh,’ Mama said as she stood up. She poked Kiki’s elbow and lowered her voice to whisper, ‘Hey, look next door. What’s the mrffle mrffle?’

‘Huh? Look at what next door?’ Kiki asked loudly.

‘Shhh!’ Mama leaned close to Kiki’s ear and spoke even lower. ‘What’s the lion next door up to? Don’t stare too much, but take a look.’

Kiki’s expression turned puzzled. ‘Look but don’t look.’ This person makes some difficult requests. Then she nonchalantly shifted her gaze to glance at the pen next door. Just then, the lion, who had appeared to be asleep, popped his eyes open, and they snapped up to meet Kiki’s.

‘He looked at me!’ she whispered in Mama’s ear.

‘So he is thinking about it … Come here a second …’ Mama pulled Kiki by the hand and took her to the shadow of the hut. ‘That lion ate Marco’s tail.’

‘Wow! Isn’t he still a baby?’

‘Yes, but … his adult teeth are coming in, so he’s been feeling itchy. And then Marco and his mum go walking around right in front of him, flicking their tails side to side – that got him all worked up. I should have had him do some sprints now and then to blow off steam … But one day Marco’s tail flopped through the fence … so he chomped it …’

‘Ack, that must have hurt.’ Jiji shuddered in spite of himself.

‘I think it must have been quite painful. Though I gave him flawless treatment, so I don’t think it hurts anymore. It’d be great if Marco would just give up on the tail at this point … He’s being so mopey.’ Mama used a hand to wipe the sweat off her nose.

‘But a tail’s important, isn’t it?’

‘Apparently – even though it’s so tiny. I doubt Marco had ever even seen his own tail. His big bottom had to have been in the way. But the moment he learned it was gone, he got so sulky. His mum Tarco’s spirits sank along with his, and they both refuse to come out of the water. It’s not very good for them to stay in the water all the time, and they won’t eat anything, either …’

‘Wow …’ Kiki looked at Marco in admiration and then turned to Jiji, who was pacing worriedly at her feet. ‘Is that how important a tail is?’

Jiji said nothing but stood his tail up sharply. Marco and Tarco must have been listening to the conversation from the pool – their ears kept twitching.

‘It’s only a tail – he should just look at it like that. I tried telling him: “It’s something you can’t even see! Why not be a little more carefree? It’s something you can’t even touch! Aren’t you fussing a bit too much?”, but it seems like the problem is more complicated than that …’ Mama turned around to Marco and said, ‘You can relax now. Miss Witch is here.’

‘Don’t talk me up like that. I may be a witch, but I can’t make a tail grow …’ Kiki shook her head and backed away.

‘I know, I know. I heard flying is the only magic you can do.’ Mama nodded repeatedly. ‘But you’re a delivery girl, right? You transport things, right?’

‘What! You don’t mean …?’

‘Yes, that’s just what I mean! I want you to deliver Marco.’

Kiki was speechless, her mouth hanging open.

‘And as soon as possible!’

This time she gulped some air and said, ‘You want me to carry something … so heavy …?’

‘But I heard that you can deliver anything – including things we can’t see – faster than anyone. So there shouldn’t be any size or weight limits, right?’ Mama peered into Kiki’s face. ‘This is no joke, Miss Witch. I asked around, and it seems that it’s not just losing his tail that has Marco out of sorts. It’s a real sickness. He’s got Missing Centre Syndrome – his body and mind are impossible to balance since he lost his tail.’

‘Oh, that’s a real syndrome?’

‘So I heard. When it gets bad, you lose the ability to recognize yourself, so I want you to take him to the doctor right away.’

‘Why not have the doctor come here? That seems easier …’

‘Well, the only veterinarian near here studying this unusual illness is in the town of Iina. That may be the closest, but it’s still over 120 miles away. I did try calling. But the doctor – his name is Dr Ishi – said he’s busy over there … Seems like a rather difficult situation. And then he said, “You have a witch who runs a delivery service in your town, right? If she’ll bring Marco over, I’ll take a look.” He said a truck or train wouldn’t do. For some reason, he insisted on you, Miss Witch.’

‘But even so …’ Kiki murmured.

‘Sorry, but we’re in a hurry. If Marco and Tarco stay in the water like that, it won’t be good for Marco’s bite wound, and their bodies might start to get mouldy. Mould is scary because it can even get inside your body!’

Kiki felt her temperature rising the more Mama explained. The words What’ll I do, what’ll I do? seemed to be getting pumped throughout her body. She looked at Marco in the pool. His eyes poking out of the water were blinking anxiously. She’d never heard of Missing Centre Syndrome before, but even just the name made her feel like it was a worrisome condition she couldn’t ignore.

Kiki the witch was standing astride her broom with her black cat inside the hippo enclosure talking to a zookeeper, so people began to gather, wondering what had happened.

‘Hey, Miss Witch, are you gonna fly on a hippo this time?’ someone shouted at her. It made her feel even more impatient.

‘He may be a baby, but he seems heavy,’ Kiki said nervously.

‘Yes, he must be about two hundred pounds.’

‘What? Two hundred …’ Kiki flinched and looked down at the handle of her broom. It was only about as thick as the circle she could make with her pointer finger and thumb.

But it’s not my broom that makes flying possible. I fly because I’m a witch! She felt like she wanted to believe in her power one way or another. She clenched her hands tightly in case that would give her a little more.

‘Marco, Marco …’ Mama called as she crouched at the edge of the pool. ‘This girl says she’ll take you to get your boo-boo fixed.’

The water in the pool moved restlessly, and little ripples formed.

‘W-wait a minute!’

Kiki rushed over to her, but Mama said, ‘Shh! Marco’s moving!’ and held her back.

Marco wobbled to the edge of the pool. His body angled upward and his big bottom wobble-obble-obbled back and forth. The Missing Centre Syndrome affecting his body and mind seemed to be legitimate. At the centre of Marco’s bottom was a big bandage. When the people in the area saw it, they laughed.

‘Don’t listen to them, Marco. You want to get better as fast as you can, right? Attaboy, attaboy.’ Mama patted Marco on the back and turned to Kiki. ‘How will you carry him, Miss Witch? It won’t be a simple upsy-daisy, right?’

‘He doesn’t struggle or flail around?’

‘Sometimes he does … a little …’ said Mama. Then she noticed the radio hanging from the handle of Kiki’s broom. ‘Oh, I know! Maybe if you play him some music. Animals seem to like pretty sounds.’

Kiki flipped the radio on and turned the dial. A soft melody played. Marco stood still, twitching his ears. Tarco had come out of the pool after him, and she stopped moving as well. In the pen next door, the lion must have felt responsible – he was watching them with his face pressed into the fence.

Kiki looked around and said, ‘Do you have anything like a big hammock?’

‘Oh, I have just the thing. We set it up when Kiriko the giraffe got a sprain. Wait one minute.’

Mama left the enclosure and came back dragging a hammock. She spread it out on the ground and said, ‘Okay
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