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In loving memory              
of  my sister,                
Maureen (1973—1999).









































Prologue


     

         
        
 


—


–







Chapter One  
Sneakers on Marble


“             
”—
“”—


+++




          
—



         



+++

—

“That sound again,” murmured Cardinal Estevez of Buenos Aires, 
“It’s his shoes,” whispered Cardinal McKenna of New York. “Sneakers.”






“Sneakers?” hissed Cardinal Pignatelli, scandalised. “ … You’re certain?”
“They squeaked in the chapel too.”

—

+++

   
“I still don’t know if we’ve done the right thing,” said Cardinal de Lemos 
“We had no choice,” replied Cardinal Okafor of Lagos. “He had to be 
       wasn’t even a bishop. Not a priest. Not even a deacon—ago.”Cardinal Petrovsky exhaled audibly. “The procedure was… unorthodox.”“Highly irregular,” intoned Cardinal Barzagli of Florence, for the third 
“Emergency consecration during conclave is rare, not forbidden,” 
“But his age. He is not thirtyfive,” said Estevez.“That’s not canonically relevant,” murmured Cardinal Duarte. “According to the law, he need only be a baptized male. That’s it.” “Besides,” said Cardinal Schönborn dryly, “even secular courts have deemed that age limit discriminatory. That debate is long settled.”Another cardinal’s voice floated through the corridor. “He’s insisting on appearing in lay clothes. No vestments. No ring.”Pignatelli shook his head. “He wants to appear ‘as himself.’ Whatever that means.”“Well,” drawled Cardinal Roux, halflaughing, “it could have been worse, I suppose.”“Oh?” said Pignatelli, raising an eyebrow.“Imagine if it had been a woman.”There was a stifled burst of laughter. Even Barzagli’s solemn facade 
        

“Careful!” McKenna said, steadying him. “Slippery floors.”






“Honestly,” wheezed the laughing cardinal, dabbing his eyes, “sneakers 
than those blasted velvet slippery slippers.” “Highly irregular,” Barzagli muttered again, though there was a twitch 
 

+++“Well,” sighed Roux with mocktheatrical drama, “at least the conclave 
         rewritten Leviticus twice. Even a bad pope is better than no pope at all.”“I wouldn’t say that too loudly,” grunted Cardinal Bamba of Dakar.“Unless you’re hoping for a resurrection of Alexander VI, whose papal 
        involved a suspicious series of accidents.”“Or Benedict IX –hand mule”, 

referring to a far more recent pope:  “his papacy was also troublesome, although he had the good sense of resigning.” 



+++

––


“I only hope he’s chosen a weighty name,” murmured de Lemos. “Something strong. Authoritative. He’ll need it.”“I was thinking,” said McKenna, “if I had been elected, I would have chosen Leo. Or maybe Gregory.”“Pius,” added Estevez. “A name that carries tradition. Dignity.”“Celestine,” said Petrovsky. “The reluctant pope.Out of humility.”Pignatelli snorted. “And dead in a cell. That didn’t end well.”“Highly irregular,” mumbled Barzagli, as if on cue.

—


 Celestine V.








“He still seems in shock,” whispered someone.“Wouldn’t you be? Standing all alone before the world, holy anointed but wholly unprepared.”


+++Another glance forward. The young man’s silhouette remained 

—


         

          

—
One of the Swiss Guards glanced sideways with mild alarm. “Sorry,” he whispered to his colleague. “I haven’t eaten all day.”The other Guard smirked. “Nice. History in the making, and your stomach steals the scene.”

+++






Chapter Two  
A ‘Papa di Sorpresa’ like no other


“
” —
“—
.” 
—


+++St. Peter’s Square buzzed with electric tension—   

    


       — 

     obelisk, wrapped in a scarf and curiosity. She narrowed her eyes. “Is 
—white? I… I think it is. Yes—   
—a historic day: remember the date, kids.”


       


—
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


The bells of St. Peter’s began to toll. Their deep tones rolled through the 

“As far as we can tell, It’s official. White smoke has appeared above the 
——

—



  
—
—yet.”
smiled, then refocused. “Still, after four months of silence, what we are about to witness could reshape everything.”She paused, then added, “There were no clear front  

       — 
      different visions of the Church’s future.”She took a breath. “And now… it seems we’re about to meet what Italians call a ‘’—
         
 — —have been on everyone’s list these past 





   —    
  
course several cardinals from Africa and Asia are…”

+++

         
—






    —     


           

—five or so… at most.

            

           

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          

     —    

—


——
“You don’t have to be ready,” he whispered. “You just have to be willing.”The young man whispered back: “I still don’t understand how…”“Neither did Peter,” the cardinal murmured. “But I’m still somewhat concerned about  your chosen name. Are you really sure about it? It’s not too late to change it, you know.” 


+++







“






Sanctae Romanae Ecclesiae Papam electum… qui sibi nomen imposuit: 
.”

+++


Cardinal Bamba’s jaw dropped visibly; Estevez blinked again, as if 
“Not quite the authoritative name I was hoping for”, mumbled a 

  —     

  —        
   himself up unhurt, dusted off his robes, and muttered, “I’m fine. Absolutely fine.” God punishes swiftly. 
       “Madonna mia… è pazzesco!”, momentarily forsaking his usual litany of ‘highly irregular’—“The last time a name caused this much eyebrowraising,” murmured Cardinal Mancini to his neighbour, “we ended up with two popes and a council to fix the mess.”“Which one?”“John the twentythird. Not the good one.”

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Claudia frowned, blinking. “Hilarius? Are they serious? They must be joking. What the hell…” she whispered –





+++

—rang out, bold  and rhythmic: “Hirius!” At that 






—


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—
          

—

——



        

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

   —     —   

—




+++



         
        
“Oh my God,” said Laurien, swaying slightly in her white bachelorette sash. “He’s hot. I’m a fan.” Suzan, giggled. “I’m Protestant, but he may take my confession any day.” “Forget Protestant,” said Amy. “I’m ready 
—as long as he’s the abbot.” They started laughing. 






Amy smiled and added:  “Actually I’m Protestant too, but I swear—he’s staying, I’m converting right here, right now.”“He looks like my nephew,” said one pilgrim. But what was heard most often was certainly, “   ” —“Who is he?”
+++Claudia blinked again. “That…that…that can’t be him,” she whispered to her cameraman. “That’s not a cardinal. That’s a… stagehand. A theology student who wandered into the wrong hallway. That’s not a pope.”






+++

–


——
“

Belgium says ‘hi’! 



مساءالخير،ياأهلالنيةالطيبة(Masā’ alkhayr, yā ahl alṭ
晚上好，善意的人们(Wǎnshàng hǎo, shànyì de rénmen), Hello, world. Good evening, people of good will. Thank you for coming.”

+++



           

—









  — 

“
Whoa whoa... j’aime la vie.”



  J’aime la vie—Sandra Kim’s 1986 Eurovision winner —




+++


“What we are witnessing,” she said slowly, “is something I have never 
a mistake… then this is a 
like no other.”
            
—


She added: “At dusk, a pope had stepped forward—and least of all by himself.”

+++

This… was the beginning of something else entirely. But no one knew 

           


they had made a holy mistake… 

+++






          
        
Cardinal O’Malley of Ireland leaned in, whispering earnestly,“Well, at least his languages are flawless. He’s Belgian, after all.”

“No shit, Sherlock. Next you’ll tell me he likes waffles.”
 
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






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
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






First ofocial photo of Pope Hilarius II, as released by the Vatican. (Whether the jeans should be visible in 
this picture was hotly debated for 3 days, 7 hours, 3 minutes and 11 seconds. They decided against it — but 
accidentally released the wrong photo.)






Chapter Three

Intermezzo (with chocolates)
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++


“Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have 
unwittingly entertained angels… ”—


+++






—


+++


        





——
      

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   
—as the two Swiss Guards’ stomachs began to stage their own 

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


        
           ‘For His 
Holiness. With blessings from Brussels.’Andreas (chuckling lightly): “chocolates… Should we even risk 
Guard code says about foreign chocolates.”Matteo (grinning): “For the Pope? Maybe the rules bend a little.”
      first. “Do you think he’ll mind?”Matteo shrugged. “If he’s Belgian, he’d want us to taste them first.”“Safety protocol.”“Exactly.”“Besides, I haven’t eaten all day,” replied Matteo.“Well, that didn’t go unnoticed. You said it loud and clear.”

+++Andreas grimaced. “Not the taste I expected from Belgian chocolates.”Matteo laughed weakly. “Swiss chocolates still win, no contest.”
+++

         


         

          


   

+++

unaware. He had just said, “Peace be with you,” and meant it with all his 
And in that precise moment, a double rainbow appeared over St. Peter’s 
—


+++








Chapter Four

The Balcony Speech




“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances.”—–

“—”—


+++



—with the disarming ease of someone who hadn’t 
“.”



   

+++“I know. It’s a bit... unusual,” he said, now switching to English. “So allow 
—
   Roman hospitality thrown in.”
Cardinal Bellini whispered: “Well, he's not the worst pope ever, I’ll grant him that.”Cardinal Okonkwo replied: “No? He’s on all the lists—strangest, most unqualified, and certainly the most underdressed.” 






Cardinal Ippolito added: “And possibly the only one to quote memes 
       than no pope. But this one…”“…might just be both” concluded cardinal Bellini.


+++

         above St. Peter’s.
        — “Peace be with you.”
  —    — rainbow appeared above St. Peter’s Square, arching gracefully over the 



   bathing the square in golden light. It kissed the curls on the young man’s 


—

 

+++


They couldn’t see the rainbow from where they were —
      —     
 

            

“Well,” Cardinal McKenna muttered to no one in particular, “this Flemish pope apparently has a direct line to heaven.”Cardinal Roux exhaled with half a laugh. “He’s either the worst decision we’ve ever made, or the best. And it may take a century to know.”






Cardinal Okafor of Lagos raised an eyebrow. “Or until the next tweet,” 


his breath: “Rainbows and lifting mist —big deal. Hardly a miracle.”


+++

“I stand here with trembling knees and a full heart. Obviously I never 
       —     
“.” 

        —and sang: “J’aime, 
j’aime la vie, même si c’est une folie; bravo pour le défi!”“Did he just quote a pop song?” said Cardinal Barzagli out loud. He stood 



+++


“Ik ben maar een weeskind uit een boerendorpje uit Vlaanderen, waar 
meer koeien dan mensen wonen.”

        “Sta 
piangendo…” (“He’s crying…”), and another whispered back: “Lascia che 
È buono.” (“Let him cry. It’s good.”)


+++

“But it’s not where you come from that matters—it’s whether you dare to say, ‘Here I am.’

           reads: “Don’t say, ‘I’m only a boy,’ because wherever I send you, you’ll go. Don’t be afraid—I’m with you.”







He does not measure by years, but by the heart.”
   —   — 
Cardinal Roux smiled wryly. “He speaks boldly for one so untested. Let’s see how long the fire lasts.”
“He speaks like David before Goliath. Let’s just hope he remembers the sling.”Cardinal Schönborn, of course, did not disappoint: “Let the boy
—storms come for us all.”


+++“Uhm, o yes… I chose the name Hilarius. 

           —

   —        

—even when the world feels heavy.”

“And yes... I know what you're all thinking. I look very young. Maybe I 
–
were young men … and young women with dust on t
Besides, if being young is a fault, I trust time will fix that soon enough.”



+++


“And I  
”Amy froze with her phone halfway to her face. Busted. “Oh my God, he’s reading my mind,” she whispered to Laurien.







“Well—let me save you the trouble. I’m 
—math.”
—Somewhere, a bedsheet with the word ‘Hilarius’ scrawled in rainbow 
—

“Finalmente un papa con senso dell’umorismo.”(“At last, a pope with a sense of .”)


+++

            
“Oh, yes…I almost forgot. These jeans. This T    

all the vestments and titles. As equals.”
“Besides, my rebellious curls don’t really agree with the mitre. It kept sliding off backstage. I may have to finally consider a haircut…”

“Santo cielo…”

+++

“”
“”

 — 
         capture this moment they’ll one day tell their grandchildren about.
    —   


+++

   –         overwhelmed. His eyes grew wet, but he didn’t look away.


