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A Saint Christopher
fiction 
Robert I. Mann

 Thirty years ago I gave Beverly 
Jackson a St. Christopher so that she would 
wear one from me, so that it would 
be known at school that she had mine, so 
that I could see her with the small red 
medallion hanging from her 
neck whenever I looked into her face.  For 
weeks watching Bevy running across the 
playground, her ponytail bouncing on her 
back, I had imagined a St. Christopher, my 
St. Christopher, around her neck glinting in 
the sun.  Bevy was the only girl I ever gave 
a St. Christopher to, the only one I had ever 
wanted to give one to. 
            At first she was surprised that I had 
a St. Christopher for her, which shocked 
me, because how could she not know how 
much I adored her . . . from afar?  But then 
she smiled, as much because she had won 
her first St. Christopher as because of who 
had given it to her—even children can say 
more than one thing with a smile.  She 
wore it for the rest of the day.  The next 
day, in the morning, she told me she had 
lost it, and turned away before I could say 
anything, not that I had anything to 
say.  By the end of the day it was known 
that she was wearing Daniel’s St. 
Christopher.  I saw them arm in arm, 
skipping and laughing after school, around 
Bevy’s neck a blue medallion dancing and 
glinting in the afternoon sun. 
            Thirty years later I went looking for 
that red St. Christopher on the moon.  And 
I found it. 
            On earth, it was a rainy night in 
Florence, Italy, and I had been getting 
around all day on the motor 

scooter.  Except at night when light 
reflecting off shiny wet things made me 
feel vulnerable, riding the scooter on a 
rainy day was actually safer than on a clear 
one, because the heavier traffic was slower, 
if not at a standstill, which made wiggling 
through and shooting up between lanes 
less crazy than usual.  No chance of a car 
knocking you down in a sudden lane 
change in bumper-to-bumper traffic.
 Night comes quickly in the fall, so 
for the last stop I was still on the scooter, 
despite darkness and rain, trying to get 
everything done in good order and then 
get home to change before going out to 
dinner.  This last stop was for the sake of 
an old friendship, a casual drink before 
dinner, an aperitivo, that had been 
postponed too many times, and for that 
reason I didn’t pull up at another café to 
wait out the rain as it really started coming 
down.  But was I taking this risk because 
friendship was important to me as an 
American, or as an American in Italy 
showing that I understood what having an 
Italian friend meant?  And was I going to 
die on a scooter in the rain on street laid 
down over a thousand years ago, an Italian 
death—in memory of which someone 
might tape plastic flowers onto a traffic 
signal or parking post near the spot (there 
are no street sign posts in Florence)—
instead of dying a particularly American 
death in a drive-by shooting or home 
invasion?  So runs the mind when 
recurring culture shock, nationalism, and 
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the fact that the world was reduced to red and 
white lights reflecting off windshields and puddles, 
any of which might be the car that crumples you to 
death, combine in your head. 
 As I pulled up alongside the café, was I 
happy to be alive because I was American or would 
an Italian also have been just as happy, the fatalism 
of scooter riding having its limits even for those 
who were born on them?  I dismounted and backed 
the scooter into a tight space in between two 
others.  If I had been Italian I would have 
blasted perpendicularly into the middle of the 
street, defying any traffic, and coasted backward 
after a two-legged push, slipping in perfectly until 
the rear wheel hit the curb.  But instead I angled 
and pulled and shoved and kept the rear wheel off 
the curb so that pedestrians wouldn’t bump into the 
storage box overhanging the rear.  In the pouring 
raid, well protected from it in my helmet and 
scooter rain gown, I placed a hand on the box and 
felt like thanking something for preserving me. 
When I hit all the green lights driving a car, my little 
joke to myself was that the god of signals was with 
me, and so this night I thanked the god of 
scootering, a newly discovered god, for still being 
alive. 
 The café was just behind me, dry and warm 
inside.  My literary friend was no doubt there, this 
being his neighborhood café, the one where he had 
a coffee and pastry to start out the mornings.  He 
was probably warming up every subject on earth, 
from politics to culture to food to sport to love and 
all would become literature in the end, one way 
or another.  And would this native Florentine have 
told the others with him that I was American, which 
for a Florentine was either boast or apology, or 
maybe both? I was never quite clear on this.  And 
would I hear the standard joke that I looked like an 
astronaut in the huge silver helmet?  And did I hear 
this joke more often than others wearing helmets 
with face guards because people knew I 
was American? 
 Despite the polished wood, tablecloths, bow-
tied baristas and waiters, and its location in a 
historical building, to walk into this café in a 
polyester rain gown, wearing a motorcycle helmet, 
was perfectly acceptable, because how could I take 
them off in the rain without getting drenched?  In 

Italy, propriety is never clumsy, la bella figura 
never foolish.
            And my walking in wearing the silver helmet 
and the gown was how it started.  As a joke, the 
joke I had been expecting.
            My friend, the scholar, the professor, was 
waiting for me.  It would have been rude to first 
struggle off the helmet before shaking his hand and 
that of the café’s owner, his friend, who was 
standing behind the counter.  I had of course raised 
the face guard, which made a huge mass of silvery 
plastic reach above my head to compliment all 
the padded plastic that slid down the sides of my 
face.  The café owner, no doubt from the old school 
when no one wore helmets on motorcycles 
or scooters—and one would gather from their 
attitude the pavement had given beneath their hard 
heads—told me I looked like an astronaut just back 
from the moon.  His smiling so brightly at the tired 
joke showed that he had been forewarned of my 
nationality.  I said that he was absolutely right: I 
had just returned from the moon and was thirsty for 
a beer because there was none there.  Not a great 
comeback, but at least I could start taking off the 
helmet.  Then someone, seemingly a 
regular, remarked that there was nothing on the 
moon at all—so, why did I go?  It looked like an 
evening of lame jokes was looming.
 My friend countered that on the contrary to 
there being nothing on the moon, most of its valleys 
must be filled by now with all that had been lost, 
tried in vain, forgotten, or found useless on earth, 
reminding us, according to a familiar story, that the 
moon was where these earthly discards ended 
up.  He mentioned disdained love 
letters, unfinished and unread books, abandoned 
factories, cars and more cars, obsolete machines of 
all sorts—think of all the hand sewing machines, 
typewriters, tools, and wooden carts!—homes and 
bridges swept away in floods, happy wedding beds, 
abandoned scientific theories . . . all piled up to the 
very brim of the dry valleys and craters of the 
moon, because otherwise what had happened to all 
our desires and efforts that had come to naught on 
this Earth?  The energy, the dreams, the hopes could 
not have simply faded into nothingness.  All was 
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literature to the professor, who had turned the 
helmet astronaut joke into an updated reference to 
the moon in Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando 
Furioso.  Five pairs of eyes met his, and his glowed
—a professor with rapt attention, the surest high.
 He tried not to get carried away but seemed 
to be responding again and again to the sound of 
his own voice as he talked about Ariosto’s moon, 
about the jumbled piles on it, discards stacked as 
high as the tallest mountains, of lost empires, futile 
plans, time lost in idleness, vain desires, the tears 
and sighs of lovers . . . not quoting so much 
as paraphrasing:  le corone antiche . . . vani disegni 
che non han mai loco, i vani desideri . . . le lacrime e 
i sospiri . . . ’”To summarize, anything ever lost 
down here can be found again by going up there.”’ 
The largest pile, creating the highest mountain of 
lost things, was that of amphorae full of lost wits—
which he had probably just contributed to by boring 
us with these pedantic matters.
            His imposing height and commanding 
posture—he was very tall—became stooped 
and diffident again when the speech was over: out 
the classroom, out his element.  None of us however 
were bored: we had just heard an old favorite, sung 
with all its half-forgotten words. The bar owner was 
beaming, obviously a friend from university 
days.  He asked me what I had been looking for 
on the moon.
            A young woman, one of the five pairs of 
eyes, who turned out to be one of my friend’s 
students, was thrilled with the idea and said that it 
must have been very, very important if I had gone 
all the way there to look for it.  What great thing 
had I lost?
            Looking at her, so pretty in a slender, earnest, 
overdressed sort of way—a lit student sort of way—
and though she had nothing to do with Bevy, except 
prettiness and a ponytail, I said, “Un medaglione di 
San Cristofero, un medaglione rosso,” a Saint 
Christopher medallion, a red Saint Christopher.
            Politely, but with a silence that had to be 
filled, they waited on me.
            I began at what I thought was a logical 
beginning, telling them that a St. 
Christopher medallion was used in California 

elementary schools to indicate that a boy and girl 
were going steady . . . but as a tortured translation 
of “going steady” began to form, and realizing that 
“dating” itself would take a long time to 
properly convey, especially since at ages eleven and 
twelve we weren’t actually doing it, I gave up in 
mid-sentence and made the St. Christopher simply 
a symbol of being a couple, boyfriend and girlfriend 
at a young age.  “Extremely young age,” someone 
remarked.  Well, yes and no . . . not really, not 
nearly emotionally boyfriend-girlfriend, let alone 
physically . . . And so I had to give it another go: 
the presenting and acceptance of the medallions 
was a way of trying to grow up, in a sense, like 
playing house or army.  We were engaged in an 
interpretation of what seemed would be our next 
step in life.
 I told them the story of Bevy losing my red 
St. Christopher so she could wear Daniel’s blue, and 
my childhood heartbreak brought smiles to 
them.  The smiles were sweet and knowing and 
I responded to them with this example of early 
romance American style: trying to grow up, playing 
at that next step, a St. Christopher couple might 
kiss, but the only pleasure and significance would 
be that it was done, it was kissing.
 People in Italy don’t try to grow up in the 
same way that people do in the States—even the 
idea of ‘trying’ was a little strange—and so they 
were charmed with this pre-teen scene.  The lit 
student wanted to know what the medallions 
looked like.  A St. Christopher had a silver man 
striding with staff in hand against a colored 
enameled background. Although he scarcely had a 
face on the smaller medallions and it varied on the 
larger ones, there being a number of producers, the 
bearded, gaunt, staff-carrying saint was as 
recognizable as Santa Claus.  You could buy 
the medallions at pharmacies or the candy counters 
in mom and pop stores near school where they 
hung from their own displays on cardboard racks.
 The image of candy counters and 
pharmacies with romantic-religious jewelry went 
over well.
 There must have been millions of lost and 
forgotten St. Christophers on the moon from 
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California, my friend said, because how long can 
these childhood romances last?  I replied that it was 
no longer the tradition in California to give the 
medallions so that those on the moon were solely 
from a period roughly twenty-five to thirty-five 
years ago.  However, that would still make 
hundreds of thousands. 
 “So, how were you able to look through 
them?” asked the café owner.
            One of the waiters had thrown some extra 
wood chips around me because I was dripping, 
not having found a moment to put my helmet and 
gown with the umbrellas and other raincoats.  But 
these props kept me in character.
            “Somebody had been there before me and 
had organized them by color. I looked through 
the pile of reds ones.  I looked for the saint in profile 
and the chain that cost more than the medallion, but 
none of them seemed right.  I was afraid of taking 
someone else’s.”
            “Did you check the back for an 
inscription?  The amphorae containing a person’s 
wits were inscribed.  That’s how Astolfo found 
Orlando’s, and some of his own.”
            As my friend the professor said this he was 
giving me a steady look that was ironic but said: 
keep going.
            “Oh, yes, of course, there was engraving, but 
only the year was engraved so I relied largely on 
look and feel.  None from that year seemed right.”
            “You probably would have known if you had 
had it in hand.  After all, Astolfo found 
Orlando’s wits-in-an-amphora in a tremendous 
mountain of the containers.”
            “I might have missed it, but I doubt it and 
don’t want to go back.  As a matter of fact, I’m not 
sure why I looked for it—maybe only to try to 
recapture the past.”
            The pretty lit student said, “You didn’t find it 
because it wasn’t there.  Don’t you see?  She still has 
it.”
 I did see: it hadn’t somehow slipped from 
Bevy’s neck on her way to school that morning—I 
knew that at the time—and why would she have 
thrown it away?  It had been her first and she had 
liked me, so why shouldn’t she have kept her little 

trophy?  And it would have been a kid thing to keep 
it secretly and therefore feel as though she hadn’t 
really done anything mean to me.  She had ended 
up throwing Daniel’s at his feet a couple months 
later.  She did it as he was walking out of school 
with another girl.  However, the rumors were that 
the cause wasn’t jealousy but that he had “tried to 
go too far,” which would explain why she had done 
it so publicly. 
            She threw away his, which was all the more 
reason to have kept mine, misplaced perhaps but 
never forgotten, and, so, never really on the moon, 
and then—the story flashing through my mind as 
though someone were telling it to me—found 
one day among mementos while she was packing to 
move out of her childhood home.  It was now 
a memory that was rediscovered every once in a 
while in a corner of a jewelry box.  Trying to hide 
my emotions, I rounded out the characters as 
though merely tying up loose ends.
            “Daniel’s main attraction was his trying to 
grow up faster than everyone else—he pretended to 
be familiar with what he didn’t understand.  To be 
honest, he was also considered the best looking boy, 
one of the tallest, the toothiest—perhaps not a plus
—and best athlete, which was why maybe he felt he 
had to grow up faster than others.  He was always 
first in foot races.  I was second.”
 “‘Trying to grow up’?  What obstacles did he 
have to overcome?” asked my friend.
            “Oh, everyone around him,” I said 
cryptically, but it passed.  Actually, it would have 
been more accurate to have said, all of society—isn’t 
that how it seemed to us?—but that would have 
been confusing.  In Italy you simply grow up, you 
grow into society—not that it’s easy—unless 
something hinders you. 
 I was looking into the eyes of the lit 
student.  She knew Bevy’s memory was as vivid to 
me as she was, that I was trying to find Bevy’s eyes 
in hers—blue eyes in green ones—and I did 
find them.  That she knew I was moved was fine. 
However, that the other boys might know bothered 
me, especially with Daniel’s toothy smirk back in 
the picture.  And I was still holding my helmet.  I 
struck back. 
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 “So, Prof, what would you go looking for on 
the moon?”
            “Nothing.”
            “OK, but what might be there, even if you 
don’t care to see it again?  Something has to be 
there, unless you’ve had no regrets, perfect love the 
first time, nothing lost that was precious and your 
books and lectures understood the way you wanted 
them to be.”
            “This is a more difficult question to answer 
than you might think.  I forgot to mention, or 
remind you, that things were altered by the time 
they got to the moon—garlands that concealed a 
snare had been flattery on earth; love affairs that 
didn’t turn out well became knots of gold and gem-
studded shackles.  Nonetheless, I believe that the 
St. Christopher medallions of California would have 
arrived there unchanged, protected no doubt by the 
saint’s presence on them—the patron saint of 
traveling,” and there was that ironic 
look again.  “For me—and one must be 
honest in public in a café when playing with 
sixteenth-century literature—my lost things would 
be the books that I have never written because more 
important ones had to be—or perhaps they only 
seemed more important at the time—but were 
finished in my mind.  They were, or are, of no great 
depth, but might have been beautiful in their own 
way if brought to completion, like a disappointing 
child that has a right to grow up and become 
whatever he can.  On the moon, I see them as birds 
with clipped wings—mechanical birds. There’s no 
direct reference in Ariosto.”
            The café owner did not have to be asked.  He 
would look for unanswered love letters, written 
before and during his marriage.  To make sure we 
didn’t miss his meaning, he added that his wife had 
all the ones he had written to her. 
            “Pieces of scrap board with runic figures,” 
said my friend, and seemed satisfied with 
his invention.
            The regular, laughing at his joke before he 
made it, said that he would look for the life 
he hadn’t made here on earth.
            “Waves crashing against rocks to no effect.”
 “Crashing, or lapping?” asked the man.
            “Crashing,” said the professor with a 
gracious nod.
            The lit student said that she would like to see 

the photographs that she had lost or had never seen, 
any taken of or by her, and, in fact, all those ever 
taken by or of any relative in her family going back 
to the first daguerreotypes.  She turned to her 
professor. 
            “Dried leaves in all colors and shapes, I 
would imagine, until you got them back to earth, of 
course.”
            Just before she began speaking about 
photographs, an athletic young woman in a 
jogging outfit had come up, kissed her on the lips 
and was given a big hug around the waist.  But this 
display was solely for us, the people they were 
meeting, because for the public that swirled 
around the café, they were standing side by side 
without touching.  Having first teased me about 
things lost on the moon and then letting me look 
into her eyes, again searching for 
something, it made sense to me that she was gay: I 
had always associated this kind of playfulness with 
human frailty with being gay: acknowledging your 
weakness indirectly acknowledges one of 
mine.  Somehow, too, a woman who 
would announce, who knew, that little girls 
throughout the world kept presents from nice, little 
boys would be gay—knowledge gained from 
having been inside and outside.
            The subject shifted suddenly but smoothly to 
the meaning of literature in the twenty-first century, 
largely to whether it would have meaning or not.  
The consensus was that, no, it wouldn’t, but the 
more people vehemently made the case for, no, the 
more I heard, yes.  My friend was again standing 
straight, looking erudite and imposing, and arguing 
both sides.  It was getting late.  I excused myself by 
saying that I had a dinner appointment with a dear 
friend.
 The rain had stopped.  I put the gown into 
the storage box and dried off the seat with a 
towel.  Settling myself on the scooter I realized that I 
had wanted to hear the phrase “dear friend” spoken 
aloud, not that I needed to make an excuse.  
The word dear can be taken in either language as an 
indication of intimacy or mere politeness depending 
on your tone of voice.  I was not sure what my voice 
had sounded like.  There was no time to change 
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clothing, but looking a little disheveled seemed 
useful at this point—this too was me, in fact, most 
of the time.
 Dinner tonight was as close to a date as 
possible in Italy.  We two divorcees might see 
someone else though it was assumed we wouldn’t 
until we had brought to completion what we had 
begun.  In dating stateside you go out 
with whomever whenever unless there’s a definite 
agreement not to, spoken or unspoken, some type of 
St. Christopher.  I pulled over to the side of the 
street in order to let my thoughts settle enough so 
that I could trust them.  I decided that we were 
already going steady, and saying that to myself, felt 
closer to her, knowing better what she was 
going through.  Strange, how I had to put things 
into my own words to know even what I was 
feeling.  It was fascinating going steady again, a 
little sweet and a little scary, not at all as it had been 
when I was a teenager: more serious for what the 
consequences might be and not as achingly 
passionate.  Back then, there was no past or future, 
only love could be gained or lost, and when you 
were together, happy or not, every moment was 
yours everywhere. Arisoto’s moon would have 
made no sense.  Now it did.  Let memories have 
their power!  Bevy was still the only woman 
to whom I would ever give a St. Christopher.
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