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Getting some Irish in her on Paddy's Day

The air thrummed with anticipation as Grace weaved through the crowded street. St. Patrick's Day in Ireland—she could hardly believe her luck. All around her, the pre-parade excitement manifested in a kaleidoscope of green, white, and gold. Tricolours snapped in the breeze, emerald-coloured hats bobbed above the crowd, and every breast pocket seemed stuffed to the brim with shamrock.

"Excuse me," she murmured, slipping between two large men wearing leprechaun costumes complete with gaudy orange beards that couldn't hope to compete with the natural ginger of her own locks.

Grace had spent her whole life answering the same question back home in America. "With that hair, you must be Irish, right?" And she'd always felt a strange twinge of disappointment when she’d had to explain that no, despite appearances, her heritage traced back to Scandinavian shores, not Celtic ones. Her fair skin that flushed at the slightest provocation, her copper-red hair that tumbled to the middle of her back, even the name her parents had given her—they all seemed to point to an ancestry she didn't possess. But that constant questioning had itself linked her somehow to this place, and she’d yearned for years to see it for herself.

And now, here she was, finally in Ireland, feeling overcome by that inexplicable connection to the land, in spite of her lack of ancestral ties.

"Here, love, you'll need this!" A cheerful woman with rosy cheeks pressed a small Irish flag into Grace's hand before disappearing back into the throng.

The narrow streets seemed to pulse with life as vendors hawked their wares—shamrock headbands, balloons, scarves. Pints of stout changed hands at a dizzying pace, all emanating from the open doors of the several small pubs lining the parade route.

A sudden surge in the crowd pushed her toward a makeshift stage where musicians were setting up, their instruments gleaming in the weak spring sunshine. The fiddle player—a tall, dark-haired man with eyes the colour of peat—caught her gaze and winked. Heat rushed to Grace's cheeks, and she looked away, flustered by brazen the attention.

"First time in Ireland?" The question came from beside her, a lilting female voice that Grace had to strain to hear over the din of the crowd.

She turned to find a woman perhaps a few years older than herself, dressed in what looked like an official parade staff uniform—a Hi-Vis jacket in green, of course.

"Is it that obvious?" Grace asked, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

"You've got the look of someone seeing magic for the first time," the woman replied with a knowing smile. Her name tag read ‘Ciara’. "Plus, you're not nearly drunk enough for a local on Paddy's Day."

Grace laughed, relaxing slightly. "I'm saving that for after the parade. I want to remember everything."

"Smart girl. Though you might find yourself part of the festivities whether you plan to or not." Ciara’s eyes twinkled with mischief. "We have a tradition of pulling beautiful redheads into the parade," she finished, her eyes flicking appreciatively over Grace's flame-red hair. "Something about your colouring being good luck, I suppose."

Grace's stomach fluttered with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. "Oh, I'm just here to watch. I don't think I'd be very good in a parade."

"We'll see about that," Ciara said with a wink that left Grace unsure whether she was joking or not. And with that she was gone, melting back into the congregation.

The small town of Tír Náire had seemed the perfect escape from Dublin's crushing tourist crowds. Grace had stumbled upon it almost by accident—a picture in her guidebook of whitewashed buildings nestled against rolling green hills had captured her imagination. The town's modest size had appealed to her shy nature, promising the authentic Irish experience without the overwhelming press of humanity that large cities brought.

Now, as the narrow main street filled with locals and visitors alike, Grace was grateful for her choice. Despite the growing crowd, there remained a charming intimacy to the celebration. Children darted between adults' legs, their faces painted green, white, and orange. Old men in flat caps nursed dark pints outside the pub, offering commentary on the proceedings with the kind of confidence that only comes from having seen the same events come and go scores of times before.

As she took in the sights, Grace tugged self-consciously at her bright green t-shirt. She'd purchased it specifically for the trip—a garishly emerald affair emblazoned with ‘Kiss Me, I'm Irish’ in glittering gold letters. The irony wasn't lost on her, but she'd been determined to embrace the spirit of the holiday. The shamrocks painted on her forearms had been an impulsive addition, applied by a cheerful artist whose stall she'd passed earlier.

She wondered if it her get-up was too on the nose. The shirt seemed to brand her as precisely what she was—an outsider trying desperately to fit in. A few locals had already given her knowing smiles, the kind reserved for well-meaning but obvious tourists. Grace tugged at her shirt again, tucking it more tightly into her jeans, and realising as she did so that she wished she'd opted for something more subtle.

Finding a good vantage point was proving challenging. The main street curved gently, following the contours of the land, which meant visibility was limited from most positions. Grace stood on her tiptoes, craning her neck to see over the sea of green hats and flags. She edged sideways, trying to slip into a small gap between a lamppost and a family with young children perched on shoulders.

"Excuse me, sorry," she murmured, sidling carefully past an elderly couple.

The gap she'd spotted seemed to promise a clear view of the parade's approach. Three more steps and she'd have the perfect spot. Two more steps. One—

A blur of motion, a solid impact against her shoulder, and suddenly Grace was stumbling backward. Strong hands grabbed her upper arms, steadying her before she could fall.

"Christ almighty! I'm so sorry! God, I'm an eejit. Are you alright?"

Grace looked up into the most startlingly green eyes she'd ever seen, set in a face that could have been lifted straight from an Irish tourism brochure. A shock of unruly red hair—a deeper auburn than her own—fell across his forehead. His fair skin was liberally sprinkled with freckles that seemed to dance across the strong bridge of his nose. The hands still holding her arms were large and warm, his grip firm but gentle.

"I… I'm fine," she managed, suddenly aware of how close they were standing. "No harm done."

He released her and stepped back, running a hand through his hair in a gesture that seemed both apologetic and harried. "Really sorry though! I'm running around here like a headless chicken. The parade starts in twenty minutes and I'm still one person short for one of the floats," he explained, glancing anxiously over her shoulder as if other matters were front of his mind. "I'm Finn, by the way. Finn McNally. I was roped into organising some of this madness."

"Grace," she replied, offering her hand. "Grace Eriksson."

His handshake was warm and firm, lingering perhaps a moment longer than strictly necessary. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled down at her.

"Eriksson? Not one of them Irish Americans then, despite…" His gaze flicked to her hair, then back to her face.

Grace smiled, used to the assumption. "Nope. Swedish ancestors, actually. Everyone always expects me to be Irish, though."

"Well, you could've fooled me. You look more Irish than half the people in this town." Finn's gaze darted over her shoulder again, his expression clouding. "Listen, I hate to chat and run, but I've got a crisis on my hands. Aoife O'Sullivan's just rang me. She’s dying sick apparently, and she was supposed to be on our float. The centrepiece, actually."

Grace felt a flutter of excitement. This was a sudden chance to be part of something authentic, to participate rather than just observe. "Maybe… I could help," she offered impulsively. "I mean, if you need someone."

Finn's eyebrows shot up, and he studied her face with new interest. "That's… that's very kind of you, but…" He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. "It's probably not what you're thinking. Our float this year is a bit… well, let's just say it's not your typical marching band or dancing St. Patrick affair."

"I don't mind," Grace insisted, warming to the idea. "I'd love to be part of a real Irish parade. What would I have to do?"

Finn shifted his weight from one foot to the other, looking suddenly uncomfortable. "The thing is, our floats here in Tír Náire are a bit different from what you might be used to in America. We tend toward the… satirical. Bit of craic, you know? Cultural commentary with a healthy dose of irreverence."

"That sounds fascinating," Grace said eagerly. "I'm not some prudish American, if that's what you're worried about."

A ghost of a smile played across Finn's lips. "It's not that exactly. It's just…" He trailed off, eyeing her ‘Kiss Me, I'm Irish’ t-shirt with an expression she couldn't quite read. "Look, I appreciate the offer, but I should probably find someone local who knows what they're getting into."

Grace felt a pang of disappointment. She'd been hoping for something to make this trip truly memorable, something that would set it apart from a typical tourist experience. She didn’t want to leave here having been a typical tourist. "Please," she said, reaching out to grasp Finn’s forearm, surprising herself with her boldness. "I really want to do this. Whatever it is, I'm game.”

Finn studied her for a long moment, his green eyes searching hers as if trying to gauge her sincerity—or perhaps her naivety. "You're absolutely certain?" he asked, his voice dropping lower. "Even though… you really haven’t the foggiest notion what you're volunteering for?"

Something about his hesitation only fuelled Grace's determination. All her life she'd been the cautious one, the planner who researched every detail before committing. For once, she wanted to leap without looking, to have a story worth telling when she returned home.

"Absolutely certain," she confirmed, squaring her shoulders. "I came to Ireland for an authentic experience, not to watch from the sidelines. Whatever your float is about, I want to be part of it."

A slow smile spread across Finn's face. It transformed his features from merely handsome to… devastating. There was something in that smile—a hint of mischief, a promise of adventure—that sent a delicious shiver running down Grace's spine.

"Well then, Grace Eriksson from Sweden-by-way-of-America," he said, offering his arm with exaggerated gallantry, "let's see if we can't make your St. Patrick's Day one for the history books."

Grace slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow, hyperaware of the firm muscle beneath his sleeve and the faint scent of cedar and something distinctly male that clung to him. As Finn led her through the crowd, people seemed to part before him, many calling greetings or slapping him on the back as they passed. He responded to each with easy familiarity—a joke here, a wink there, a shouted promise to meet for pints later.

They turned down a narrow lane between two pubs, leaving the main thoroughfare behind. The noise of the crowd diminished slightly, though the festive atmosphere remained palpable in the air. Grace's heart hammered in her chest, a heady mixture of excitement and trepidation coursing through her veins.

"So… what exactly will I be doing?" she ventured as they walked. "Just waving? Throwing candy? Dancing a jig?"

Finn's laughter came rich and warm. "Nothing so mundane, I'm afraid,” he said. “Our little town has a reputation for… well… pushing boundaries, shall we say, with our parade entries. Up in Dublin it’s is all shamrocks and harps and céilí dancers. Very proper, sure, very tourist-friendly. And we have all of that here in Tír Náire too, but we also like to use the occasion to make… statements."

"Statements?" Grace echoed, her curiosity piqued.

"Y’know, political, social, cultural—whatever's got the town riled up that year." Finn guided her around a puddle with a gentle pressure on her elbow. "Last year we did a float about the housing crisis—had a giant landlord puppet swallowing young couples whole. Year before was about the fishing quotas destroying coastal communities."

They rounded a corner, and Grace gasped at the sight before her. A large corrugated iron structure came into view, set back from the road in what appeared to be a farmer's field. The wide doors stood open, spilling light and frenetic activity onto the muddy ground outside. People scurried back and forth, carrying props, adjusting costumes, and shouting instructions to one another in a mixture of English and Irish.

"Welcome to parade headquarters," Finn announced with a sweep of his arm. "This barn belongs to old Pádraig Flannery—lets us use it every year in exchange for a lifetime supply of free pints from the committee."

As they stepped inside, the scale of the operation became apparent. The barn was cavernous, its high ceiling lost in shadows despite the industrial lights strung up on temporary scaffolding. The concrete floor was crowded with people and materials—rolls of fabric, buckets of paint, ladders, tools, and what were clearly the semi-constructed elements of parade floats.

Finn led her deeper into the barn, navigating through the chaos with practiced ease. People called out to him—questions about timing, last-minute prop changes, costume adjustments—and he answered each with quick authority, never breaking stride. Grace felt increasingly out of her depth but thrilled by the electric atmosphere of creativity and purpose.

"Here we are," Finn announced, stopping before a large flatbed truck.

Unlike some of the more elaborate constructions around them—one appeared to be a giant papier-mâché pint of stout, another a massive Celtic harp—Finn's float was relatively understated. The trailer had been transformed into a simple stage with painted backdrop depicting rolling green hills, a whitewashed cottage, and a rainbow arching over it all. A crudely painted sign hung from the side: "The Real Ireland."

"It looks… nice," Grace offered, confused by the apparent simplicity after all his warnings.

Finn's laugh was sharp and quick. "Oh, it's not the set that's controversial, love. It's what happens on it." He rubbed his hands together, suddenly looking boyish with excitement. "You see, our float this year is a bit of political satire. We're showing how Ireland—the real Ireland, not the tourist brochure version—is getting absolutely fucked by vulture funds."

Grace blinked, taken aback by his bluntness. "Vulture funds?"

"Foreign investment companies," Finn explained, his expression darkening. "They swoop in after economic crises, buy up property and debt for pennies on the euro, then squeeze every last cent out of ordinary Irish people. They're driving up housing costs, forcing families from homes they've lived in for generations, all while our government rolls out the red carpet for them." His passion was evident in the flush rising on his cheeks, the intensity in his green eyes.

"That sounds awful," Grace said, genuinely moved by his fervour.

"It is. So we decided to show it like it is." Finn gestured to the float. "I play the vulture—the big bad foreign investor—and you…" he paused, eyeing her with a mixture of amusement and appraisal, "would play Ireland."

"Ireland? As in… the country?" Grace asked, trying to envision what such a costume might entail. Her mind conjured images of flowing green dresses, perhaps decorated with shamrocks or Celtic knotwork.

"Exactly. The emerald isle herself," Finn confirmed, moving toward a costume rack positioned behind the float. "Aoife was perfect for it with her red hair, but you…" his eyes swept over Grace appreciatively, "you might actually be even better. More innocent-looking, if you don't mind me saying."

Grace felt a flutter of pride at the compliment, even as uncertainty lingered. "So what would I have to do on the float?"

"We’ll get to that in a bit,” he said, “but first, we’ll have to get changed.”

Finn moved toward a rack of costumes, his fingers dancing along hangers until they stopped at a green garment. "Ah, here we are," he said, pulling out what appeared to be part of a costume. "This is what Aoife was going to wear."

Grace stepped closer, her eyes widening as Finn held up the outfit. It was like no depiction of Ireland she'd ever imagined. The costume was essentially a feminised leprechaun outfit, but one that seemed designed with minimal coverage in mind.

"This… is the costume?" she asked, her voice rising slightly.

"The very one," Finn confirmed, laying it out piece by piece on a nearby table.

First came a pair of pristine white knee-high socks, followed by shiny black brogues with oversized gold buckles that gleamed under the barn's industrial lighting. But it was the next item that made Grace's breath catch—a tiny green tutu that flared out in ruffled layers of emerald tulle. The skirt looked like it would barely cover the essentials, leaving her legs exposed from high on her thighs all the way down to where the socks would begin.

Next came a fitted green jacket with short tails and adorned with gleaming gold buttons arranged in two vertical rows down the front. The jacket had a plunging neckline that would reveal far more of her chest than Grace was accustomed to displaying. Completing the ensemble was an oversized green felt top hat with its own decorative belt and gold buckle circling its base.

"You can't be serious," Grace said, lifting the tutu with tentative fingers as if it might bite. The material was soft but scratchy, and so sheer she could see right through the layered tulle.

"Deadly serious," Finn replied, though his eyes twinkled with mischief. "It's meant to be satirical, you see. Ireland dressed up in the tourist-friendly leprechaun garb—all sexy and accommodating to outsiders—while being taken advantage of."

Grace swallowed hard, her fingers tracing the gold buttons on the jacket. It was beautifully made, she had to admit. The craftsmanship was evident in every stitch. But the thought of wearing something so revealing in public sent a wave of heat rushing to her cheeks.

"I don't know, Finn. This is… it's practically indecent." She bit her lower lip, imagining herself parading through town with so much skin exposed. "I'd be half-naked."

"Ah, now, it's not as bad as all that," Finn countered, leaning against the table. "You'll be up on the float, remember? The sides of the truck bed come up high enough that nobody will see anything they shouldn't." He gestured to the float, where Grace now noticed the wooden panels extending about three feet up from the bed. "From the crowd's perspective, they'll just see you from about the waist up," Finn explained, gesturing to demonstrate the sight line. "The whole point is the metaphor—Ireland all dressed up pretty for the tourists while being exploited. It's theatre, Grace. Political statement through satire."

Grace ran her fingers over the fabric again, wavering. The costume was beautifully made, and there was something undeniably thrilling about participating in such a daring cultural statement. But still…

"What about you?" she asked, looking up at him. "What will you be wearing?"

Finn's face broke into a broad grin. "Oh, I'll look every bit the eejit myself, don't worry." He moved to another costume rack and pulled out his own outfit with a flourish. "Behold the vulture capitalist!"

Grace couldn't help but laugh. The costume was ridiculous—a black tailcoat and striped trousers reminiscent of a cartoon banker or Monopoly man, complete with a comically large top hat. A monocle hung from a gold chain, and fake money spilled from every pocket. Most absurd was the addition of scraggly feathered wings attached to the back of the coat.

"See? I'll be the bigger fool by far," Finn assured her, holding the costume against himself and striking a pompous pose that made Grace giggle despite her nervousness. "It's all in good fun, but also to get people thinking about what's happening to our country… while they're busy getting plastered, like."

Grace bit her lip, considering. There was something appealing about being part of something meaningful, something authentically Irish rather than the sanitised tourist version. And if Finn was willing to look so ridiculous…

"You promise the truck sides are high enough?" she asked, her resolve weakening.

"Cross my heart," Finn said solemnly, making the gesture over his chest. "Nobody will see anything untoward. You'll be perfectly decent from their vantage point."

"And what exactly will I have to do on this float?" Grace asked, still hesitant.

"Nothing complicated," Finn assured her. "I'll be prancing around like the greedy vulture I am, making a show of taking things from Ireland—your cottage, your sheep, your pot of gold. You'll look distressed, try to stop me, maybe shed a tear or two. It's all pantomime, really. Big gestures, exaggerated expressions." He demonstrated with comical facial contortions that made Grace laugh again.

"That’s it?" she pressed, sensing there was more.

Finn's expression grew slightly sheepish. "Well, at the end, I… er… the plan was I’d sort of symbolically… conquer Ireland. But we can hash out the details up there. Now come on, time is tight. We’d better get changed.”

Grace stilled, her fingers still touching the buttons of the jacket. "Conquer?" The word hung in the air between them, suddenly charged with a new significance. She peered up at Finn, studying his face for any sign of meaning beyond the innocent explanation he'd given. "What exactly do you mean by 'conquer Ireland'?"

"Just a bit of theatre, like I said." Finn waved a dismissive hand, but his eyes didn't quite meet hers.

Something in his tone made Grace's stomach tighten with unease. The barn suddenly seemed too loud, too chaotic, too unfamiliar. She glanced toward the entrance, calculating how quickly she could make her way back to the main street if needed.

"Look," Finn said, his voice softening as he noticed her hesitation, "if you're uncomfortable, I completely understand. No hard feelings. We can find someone else." He began gathering up the costume pieces, his movements careful, almost gentle. "It was a long shot anyway, asking a visitor to jump into our peculiar brand of political theatre."

Grace felt a twinge of disappointment at the thought of walking away. She'd come to Ireland seeking authentic experiences, wanting to be more than just another tourist snapping photos from behind a barrier. This was her chance to participate in something real, something meaningful—even if it did push her boundaries.

"No," she said suddenly, surprising herself with her decisiveness. "I'll do it. I just… wanted to be clear on what I'm getting into."

Finn's face lit up with relief. "Brilliant! You won't regret it, I promise." He handed her the bundle of green fabric. "There's a changing area just over there behind that canvas. Not exactly the Ritz, but it'll do the job."

Grace took the costume, its fabric surprisingly heavy in her hands, and made her way to where Finn had indicated. A makeshift changing room had been constructed from canvas sheets hung on a metal frame, creating a small enclosed space with a folding chair and a full-length mirror propped against one support pole.

She slipped inside and secured the flap of fabric that served as a door, immediately noticing how the thin material provided only the illusion of privacy. The silhouettes of people moving past were clearly visible, and light streamed through from the gaps where the canvas met the frame. She could hear every word of the conversations happening just outside.

"So what's the story with the American?" a male voice asked, not far from where she stood.

Grace froze, her hands pausing at the hem of her t-shirt.

"Aoife's got the flu, had to find a replacement," came Finn's voice, slightly lowered but still perfectly audible. "Lucky break, actually. This one's perfect—all innocent eyes and that gorgeous red hair. And the legs on her! I mean, Jesus Christ!"

Her cheeks flushed hot with a confusing mixture of embarrassment and flattery. She knew she should be offended at being reduced to her physical attributes… but a small, traitorous part of her preened under the assessment. She'd noticed Finn too, after all. The way his forearms flexed when he gestured, the curve of his smile, the hint of muscle visible beneath his shirt.

"Bit of a risk though, isn't it?" the other voice continued. "What if she bolts when she realises the grand finale?"

There was a pause, and Grace held her breath, straining to hear Finn's response.

"She won't," he said with quiet confidence. "There's something about her… eager to please, you know? Besides," his voice dropped even lower, forcing Grace to lean closer to the canvas, "did you see how she was looking at me? I’d say I could talk her into just about anything."

The casual arrogance in his tone sent a ripple of indignation through Grace. Just who did he think he was? And yet… hadn't she been drawn to that very confidence? That easy charm that made her feel special, singled out amongst the crowd?

Shaking her head to clear it, Grace turned her attention back to changing. She pulled her t-shirt over her head, folding it carefully before setting it on the chair. Her jeans followed, leaving her standing in just her plain white bra and simple cotton underwear.

The makeshift changing room suddenly felt very exposed. Every shift of the canvas in the breeze threatened to reveal her to the busy workshop beyond. A shadow passed close to the partition, and Grace instinctively crossed her arms over her chest, though logically she knew they could only see her silhouette.

Taking a deep breath, she reached for the costume. She pulled on the white knee-high socks first, rolling them up over her calves with a silky smoothness that felt oddly sensual. The shoes followed—a bit loose but manageable with the buckles tightened.

Next came the tiny green tutu. Grace held it up, eyeing it dubiously before stepping into it and pulling it up to her waist. The waistband sat snugly on her hips, but the flared tulle barely covered her underwear. She tugged at it futilely, trying to coax more coverage from the scant material, but the design was unforgiving.

"Everything alright in there?" Finn's voice came from just outside the canvas, making her jump.

"Fine!" Grace called back, too quickly. "Just… figuring things out."

"Give us a shout if you need help," he offered, and she could hear the smile in his voice.

Help was the last thing she wanted right now. Grace hurriedly reached for the green jacket. The fabric felt surprisingly luxurious against her skin—soft velvet with a satin lining that slid smoothly over her arms. She fastened the gold buttons, starting from the bottom, watching in the mirror as each one drew the edges of the jacket closer together. The fit was snug, accentuating her waist while the tails flared out, resting on the tutu.

When she reached the top buttons, Grace hesitated. The jacket was clearly designed to be worn with nothing underneath, creating a plunging neckline that would reveal a generous amount of cleavage. She bit her lip, debating whether to leave her bra on. After a moment's hesitation, she reached behind her back and unhooked it, sliding the straps down her arms and removing it completely.

The difference was immediate and striking. Without the plain white bra disrupting the lines of the costume, the jacket hugged her curves perfectly, creating a smooth silhouette that was undeniably flattering. The neckline plunged daringly low, revealing the inner curves of her breasts while still—just barely—maintaining modesty.

"Jesus," she whispered to herself, turning slightly to see the costume from different angles.

Despite her initial misgivings, Grace couldn't help but admire how the outfit transformed her. The vibrant green brought out the copper highlights in her hair, which tumbled loose around her shoulders in stark contrast to the structured lines of the jacket. The short tutu made her legs look impossibly long, an effect enhanced by the knee-high white socks.

A shadow passed close to the canvas wall again, and Grace tensed, suddenly hyperaware of how exposed she was. The makeshift changing room felt like the flimsiest of barriers between her and the dozens of strangers bustling about the barn. If anyone were to pull back the canvas flap right now…

She shook off the thought, reaching for the top hat. Placing it at a jaunty angle on her head. The final effect was striking—part sexy leprechaun, part cabaret performer, with just enough playfulness to prevent it from looking too vulgar.

"You decent in there?" Finn's voice came again, closer this time.

"Um, I suppose that depends on your definition of 'decent'," Grace called back, turning to humour to mask the genuine nervousness she felt. She tugged at the tutu again, wishing for just an inch more fabric.

Finn's laughter was warm and rich. "Fair point. Can I come in? We need to go over the routine before we head out."

Grace hesitated, looking at herself in the mirror one last time. The costume revealed more skin than she'd shown in public since that summer at the beach when she was nineteen, and even then she'd been surrounded by people in similar states of undress. This felt different—more deliberate, more… performative.

"Okay," she finally agreed, taking a deep breath. "Come in.”

As the canvas flap parted, Finn's silhouette filled the doorway. His eyes widened appreciably, his gaze travelling slowly from the top hat perched on her head down to the shiny black shoes with their ostentatious gold buckles. For a moment, he seemed genuinely speechless.

"Well?" Grace prompted, fighting the urge to cross her arms over her chest. Instead, she forced herself to stand tall, one hand on her hip in a pose of confidence she didn't entirely feel.

"Christ on a bike," Finn breathed, stepping fully into the small space. The changing area suddenly felt far too cramped with his broad-shouldered presence. "You look… you're perfect."

His frank admiration sent a flush of heat through Grace's body that had nothing to do with embarrassment. She watched as his eyes lingered on the deep V of the jacket, where the soft curves of her breasts were barely contained by the velvet fabric.

"The costume fits better than I expected," she said, turning slightly to check her appearance in the mirror again. The movement caused the tutu to flutter, briefly revealing even more of her thighs. She quickly stilled, painfully aware of how little the outfit actually covered.

"Aoife's a bit… smaller… up top," Finn remarked, making no effort to hide his appreciation of the difference. "But I'd say this is a definite improvement."

Grace felt her face grow hot. "You mentioned going over the routine?"

"Right, yes, the routine." Finn seemed to collect himself, though his eyes still kept drifting downward. He'd changed into his own costume—the ridiculous vulture capitalist outfit complete with tailcoat, striped trousers, and feathers. The absurdity of his appearance helped ease some of Grace's tension.

"It's simple enough," he explained, gesturing with his hands. "You'll be centre stage, looking all innocent and Irish—maybe do a little jig if you're feeling adventurous. I'll be circling you, being all predatory and greedy. There's a pot of gold and a model cottage on the float. I'll steal them, you'll try to stop me."

"That doesn't sound too complicated," Grace said, relieved.

"Then comes the finale." Finn's voice dropped slightly, and something in his expression made Grace's stomach tighten. "The vulture capitalist finally takes everything from Ireland—including her dignity. I'll chase you around a bit, then… catch you."

"Catch me?" Grace repeated, suddenly wary again.

"Just a bit of stage choreography," Finn assured her, though a gleam in his eye suggested there was more to it. "I grab you from behind, you struggle a bit—all very dramatic, like—and then I'll… well…" His cheeky demeanour faltered, as if he were suddenly unsure about revealing all to Grace, now the time had finally come. “Well, I did say the whole point of the float is about how Ireland’s getting well and truly… fucked.”

Realisation crashed over Grace in a dizzying wave. The blood drained from her face, then rushed back in a scalding flush that burned from her chest to her cheeks.

"You want me to pretend to…" She couldn't even finish the sentence, her voice trailing off as the implications sank in. "In front of the entire town?"

Finn at least had the decency to look slightly abashed. "It's all symbolic, like. Just a bit of pantomime. Nobody expects actual… you know." He made a vague gesture with his hands that somehow managed to be both innocent and obscene at once. "Just some suggestive movements. The audience will be far enough away that they'll only see the general idea."

Grace's mind reeled. She glanced down at her costume with new understanding—the barely-there tutu, the plunging neckline of the jacket that left her feeling extremely naked beneath it. This wasn't just a cheeky leprechaun outfit; it was designed specifically for this "finale" Finn was describing.

"I can't," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I just can't do that. Not in front of all those people."

Finn stepped closer, his presence suddenly overwhelming in the confined space. The scent of him—warm skin and cedar—filled her nostrils. "Look," he said, his voice gentle but persuasive, "I understand it sounds mad. But it's theatre, Grace. We're making a statement."

His green eyes held hers, intense and earnest. "It's not about sex—it's about power. About exploitation. The whole town knows what we're trying to say."

Grace wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly feeling the chill of the barn despite the velvet jacket. "I thought I was just going to wave and smile, maybe throw some candy." A hysterical laugh bubbled up in her throat. "Not simulate… that!"

"Look, if you're really uncomfortable, I can try to find someone else. There’s still a bit of time," Finn said, though his expression suggested he was hoping she wouldn't back out. "But I promise you, it's all done in good taste. Well, as good taste as political satire gets." A wry smile curved his lips.

Grace hesitated, torn between mortification and a strange, unexpected curiosity. There was something undeniably powerful about the metaphor—something raw and honest that cut through polite convention to express a genuine grievance. And wasn't that what art was supposed to do? Challenge? Provoke?

A dozen conflicting thoughts rushed through Grace’s mind in an instant. Nobody here knows me anyway, she finally reasoned, the realisation washing over her like a balm. The liberating anonymity of being a stranger in a strange land suddenly felt like a gift rather than a burden. I'll be gone in three days. Back to America where no one will ever know what I did on St. Patrick's Day in some tiny Irish town nobody's ever heard of.

A peculiar lightness began to replace her anxiety—the intoxicating freedom that comes with stepping completely outside one's normal life. Here, she wasn't Grace Eriksson, the careful, responsible administrator who always followed the rules. Here, she could be someone else entirely—someone daring, someone bold.

"You know what?" she said, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin. "I'll do it."

Finn's eyebrows shot up in genuine surprise. "You will?"

"Yes," Grace said, more firmly this time. "It's political satire, like you said. It's making a statement." She gestured to her scantily-clad body with a self-deprecating laugh. "Besides, I'm already dressed for the part."

A slow smile spread across Finn's face, crinkling the corners of his eyes in a way that made her stomach flutter despite her lingering apprehension. "Brilliant," he said, his voice warm with admiration. "Absolutely brilliant. You're a good sport, Grace!"

She smoothed her hands over the velvet jacket, adjusting it self-consciously. "Just… promise me again that no one will be able to see… everything."

"Cross my heart," Finn said solemnly, making the gesture over his chest. "The float sides are high enough. From the crowd's perspective, they'll just see the general idea, not the… details." He winked, and Grace felt a flush creep up her neck.

"We'd better get going," he continued, checking his watch. "The first floats will be setting off any minute now, and we need to get into position."

As they emerged from the changing area, Grace was acutely aware of the eyes that turned in her direction. The barn had grown more crowded as parade participants gathered in their costumes, preparing for the procession. She caught snippets of appreciative whispers, saw heads turn and eyebrows raise as she walked past in her revealing outfit.

"Jaysus, Finn, where'd you find her?" asked a burly man who appeared to be dressed as God himself. "She's perfect!"

"Divine intervention," Finn called back with a grin, placing a protective hand at the small of Grace's back as he guided her through the throng. The warmth of his palm seeped through the thin velvet.

They made their way across the bustling barn, weaving between half-constructed floats and costumed performers. Grace felt the weight of stares following her progress—some curious, others appreciative, a few borderline predatory. The velvet jacket suddenly felt thinner than ever, the tutu barely more substantial than a whisper against her thighs. Each step made her acutely aware of how the flimsy material fluttered around her hips, threatening to reveal even more of her legs than the already scandalous hemline allowed.

"Nearly there," Finn murmured close to her ear, his hand still resting at the small of her back. The casual possessiveness of the gesture sent a confusing tingle down Grace's spine—half indignation, half something warmer and more primal that she wasn't ready to examine.

The float loomed before them, the simple pastoral scene now seeming fraught with new meaning given what Grace knew about the performance to come. She eyed the truck bed sceptically, noticing that while the sides were indeed high enough to shield most of her body from the crowd's view, getting onto the thing presented a logistical challenge she hadn't considered.

"How exactly do I get up there?" she asked, gesturing to the float. There was no ladder, no steps—just the flat metal edge of the truck bed standing nearly four feet off the ground.

"Allow me," Finn said with exaggerated gallantry, stepping in front of her. "I'll give you a leg up."

Before Grace could suggest an alternative, Finn had positioned himself beside the float, interlacing his fingers to create a stirrup with his hands. His eyes met hers, bright with an enthusiasm that seemed equal parts innocent excitement and something decidedly less wholesome.

"Just put your foot here," he instructed, "and I'll boost you up. You can grab the edge of the float to steady yourself."

Grace hesitated, suddenly very aware of the physics involved. To place her foot in Finn's cupped hands, she'd have to raise her leg significantly—a movement that, given the microscopic length of her tutu, would inevitably expose her underwear to his direct line of sight.

"Isn't there another way?" she asked, glancing around for a step stool or ladder. "Maybe a box I could stand on?"

"This is quickest," Finn insisted, still holding his hands ready. "We're running behind schedule as it is." His expression was earnest, but there was a subtle curve to his lips that made Grace wonder if he'd orchestrated this scenario deliberately.

She glanced toward the barn entrance, where other floats were already being towed into position. Time was indeed running short. With a resigned sigh, she stepped forward, placing one hand on Finn's shoulder for balance.

"Fine," she conceded. "But no funny business."

"Wouldn't dream of it," Finn replied, his tone so exaggeratedly innocent that it achieved the opposite effect.

She stepped forward, placing her right foot in Finn's interlaced fingers. Her heart hammered in her chest as she contemplated the position this would put her in. Grabbing the edge of the float with both hands, she took a deep breath and pushed upward.

Time seemed to slow as her body rose. The moment stretched into infinity as her hips lifted, bringing her barely-covered backside directly level with Finn's face. The green tutu fluttered upward with the movement, exposing the simple white cotton of her underwear—suddenly feeling impossibly thin, barely more substantial than gossamer between her most intimate parts and Finn's gaze.

Oh God, she thought, heat flooding her face. I've known this man for thirty minutes, and now he's—

She could feel his breath, warm against the back of her thigh. The sensation sent an electric shiver up her spine, a confusing mixture of mortification and something darker, something much more primal. She scrambled to pull herself up onto the float, fingers grasping desperately at the edge, but her arms trembled with the effort, muscles straining against her own weight.

"Almost there," Finn encouraged from below, his voice husky, the breath of his words tickling her between her legs .

Just as Grace thought she might make it, her grip faltered. She felt herself slipping, a moment of panic flashing through her as gravity threatened to send her tumbling backward. Then came the pressure of Finn's hand—no longer supporting her foot, but pressed firmly against her left butt cheek, fingers splayed wide across the curve of flesh barely contained by her underwear.

"I've got you," he murmured, the words vibrating against her inner thigh.

His palm pressed more firmly, fingers curling slightly to grasp the soft flesh. It wasn't just a supportive push—it was a deliberate touch, possessive and lingering. His thumb traced a small arc along the edge where the cotton met her skin, a touch so intimate it sent a jolt through Grace's entire body.

"What are you—" she began, the words catching in her throat as he pushed upward, the pressure of his hand guiding her onto the float.

With one final effort, Grace managed to scramble onto the platform, rolling awkwardly onto her side before quickly scrambling to her feet, tugging frantically at her tutu. Her chest heaved with exertion and emotion, her face burning hot enough that she wondered if her freckles might actually catch fire.

"Sorry about that," Finn called up, not looking sorry in the slightest. His eyes glittered with mischief, a slight flush colouring his cheeks, matching the red of his hair. "Couldn't let you fall, now could I?"

Grace stared down at him, conflicting emotions warring within her. Indignation rose foremost—the sheer audacity of his wandering hand! She opened her mouth to deliver a scathing rebuke, to tell him exactly what she thought of his "help."

But beneath the outrage lurked something else—something Grace was reluctant to acknowledge even to herself. The memory of his touch lingered on her skin like a brand that seemed to burn through the thin cotton of her underwear. There had been something in that touch—something deliberate and knowing—that had sent a forbidden thrill coursing through her veins alongside the indignation.

"You did that on purpose," she accused, her voice lower than she'd intended, betraying the conflicted emotions swirling within her.

Finn's smile widened, unrepentant. "Maybe I did, maybe I didn't." He winked, then grabbed the edge of the float and hoisted himself up with an easy athleticism that made Grace's mouth go dry despite her annoyance. "But I will say, Grace Eriksson," he continued as he stood to his full height beside her, "the soft rolling hills of Ireland have never looked so tempting."

Grace opened her mouth to deliver a cutting retort, but the words died on her lips as she registered their proximity. The float's platform was smaller than it had appeared from the ground, forcing them to stand mere inches apart. She could smell the intoxicating scent of him, could see the individual freckles scattered across the bridge of his nose, could count the different shades of auburn in his hair where the barn lights caught it.

"You're… outrageous," she finally managed, taking a half-step backward only to find her calf pressing against a prop—the miniature cottage that formed part of the set.

"So I've been told," Finn agreed cheerfully. He adjusted his own ridiculous top hat, then turned to survey the float. "Right, let's run through the basics before we get going."

Grace tugged at her outfit, readjusting it, trying to regain her composure. The physical evidence of her body's unexpected response to Finn's touch was mortifying—her nipples had hardened, pressing visibly against the fabric of her jacket, unimpeded by her discarded bra. And—less visible, but no less noticeable to Grace—was the telltale warmth building between her thighs to match the embarrassed flush on her face.

What the hell is wrong with me? she thought frantically, feeling betrayed by her own body. I should be slapping him, not… this.

"The parade route goes down Main Street, around the square, then back up Church Road," Finn was saying, oblivious to her inner turmoil—or perhaps deliberately ignoring it. "Takes about half an hour in total. We'll do our little drama along the way—me stealing your gold, you trying to stop me. Then for the finale, just before we turn into Church Road, we'll do the… grand conquest."

The way he said "conquest" sent another unwelcome shiver through Grace’s body. She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold despite the flush of heat that kept washing over her skin in waves.

"I still can't believe I agreed to this," she murmured, more to herself than to Finn.

"Having second thoughts?" he asked, his tone softening slightly. For the first time since they'd met, Finn's expression held a genuine flicker of concern. "Look, if you're really not okay with it, we can figure something else out. Maybe tone down the finale—"

"No," Grace said quickly, surprising herself with her vehemence. "No, I said I'd do it, and I will." She straightened her shoulders, lifting her chin with a defiance that belied the flutter of nerves in her stomach.

Something shifted in Finn's expression—a flash of admiration, perhaps even respect, replacing the teasing glint that had dominated his interactions with her thus far. "Fair play to you, Grace. Not many would be game for this, especially on such short notice."

Before she could respond, a shout came from outside the barn. "It’s go time, people!"

The barn erupted into frenzied activity as participants scrambled to their positions. Through the wide doorway, Grace could see other floats already lining up along the muddy track that led to the main road.

"That's our cue," Finn said, ducking down to retrieve a small remote control from beneath a prop. He pressed a button, and a tinny speaker hidden somewhere on the float crackled to life, playing a jaunty traditional Irish tune that had been distorted into something almost sinister. "Perfect," he said with satisfaction.

The tractor at the front of their float shuddered to life with a deep growl of its engine. It was driven by a weather-beaten man in a flat cap who gave them little more than a cursory nod before setting off. With a lurch that nearly sent Grace stumbling into Finn's arms, the float began to move, rolling slowly toward the barn entrance and the waiting parade beyond.

As they approached the daylight, Grace's stomach tightened with renewed anxiety. The distant roar of the crowd grew louder, punctuated by cheers and whistles as the first floats made their appearance on the main street. She glanced down at herself, at the precariously short tutu and the plunging neckline of her jacket, and felt a momentary urge to leap from the moving float and flee.

"You look perfect," Finn said, as if reading her thoughts. His voice was low, pitched to be heard only by her despite the growing noise around them. "Like Ireland herself, beautiful and vulnerable, but stronger than she knows."

The unexpectedly poetic description caught Grace off guard. She glanced up at Finn, searching his face for signs of mockery, but found only earnest appreciation. The moment stretched between them, something unspoken passing in the shared gaze.

Then they emerged from the dim barn into the bright spring sunshine, and the world exploded into noise and colour around them.

The crowd that lined the narrow streets was a sea of green, white, and orange, punctuated by waving flags, bobbing balloons, noisemakers, and raised pint glasses.

The crowd's reaction was instantaneous. A chorus of whistles, cheers, and laughter erupted as their float glided into view. Grace instinctively shrank back, suddenly hyperaware of hundreds of eyes examining her scantily-clad figure. But the wooden sides of the float did indeed shield her lower half as Finn had promised, giving her a modicum of privacy that allowed her to breathe a little easier.

"Wave to your adoring public," Finn murmured, his breath warm against her ear as he leaned in close. "You're Ireland personified now—proud, beautiful, and utterly captivating."

Tentatively, Grace raised her hand in a small wave. The crowd responded with enthusiastic cheers, the volume swelling as people nudged their neighbours and pointed. The float moved at a leisurely pace, giving onlookers ample time to appreciate the spectacle. Grace spotted phones raised high, capturing photos and videos, and her stomach clenched at the thought of her image—dressed like this—potentially circulating online. But then she remembered. No one here knows me. I'm just some nameless redhead playing a part.

The music from their hidden speaker grew louder, the distorted Irish melody creating an unsettling backdrop for their performance. Finn gave her a subtle nod, signalling it was time to begin their pantomime.

"Ready?" he whispered.

Grace nodded, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Finn's transformation was immediate and remarkable. His posture changed, shoulders hunching forward as he began to circle her with exaggerated, predatory movements. His fingers curled into talons, and his face contorted into a mask of greedy anticipation. Gone was the charming Irishman who'd coaxed her onto the float; in his place stood the vulture capitalist, hungry for Ireland's treasures.

"Look at this beautiful country," he proclaimed in a nasal, affected accent that bore no resemblance to his natural Irish lilt. "So much untapped potential! So many assets ripe for acquisition!"

His gaze raked over Grace's body as he spoke, making the double entendre unmistakable. The crowd howled with appreciation, seemingly recognising the satire for what it was.

Grace stood frozen for a moment, unsure how to respond. Finn had said she should look distressed, try to stop him—but the specifics of her performance suddenly seemed unclear. She glanced nervously at the sea of faces watching them, feeling painfully exposed despite the partial shield of the float's sides.

"Don't think too much," Finn murmured, briefly breaking character as he passed behind her. "Just react."

Taking a deep breath, Grace decided to commit fully. She was here now, dressed in this ridiculous outfit—she might as well give it her all. Drawing herself up to her full height, she adopted what she hoped was a defiant posture.

"Stay away from my treasures, you… you vulture!" Grace declared, her voice ringing out more confidently than she'd expected. She positioned herself protectively in front of the little cottage and pot of gold, arms spread wide.

The crowd cheered her defiance, someone shouting, "Tell him where to go, Ireland!" Grace felt a surprising thrill at their response, a warm flush of excitement replacing her earlier embarrassment.

Finn's eyes widened briefly in appreciation before he slipped back into character, circling her with exaggerated menace. "Oh, but my dear," he crooned in that ridiculous accent, "you assets would be so much better managed under my… experienced hands."

The innuendo wasn't lost on the audience, who responded with whistles and good-natured jeers. Grace found herself playing along, retreating a step when he advanced, clutching the pot of gold to her chest in mock horror.

"You'll never take what's mine," she countered with theatrical flair in her voice. The words came more easily now, the performance beginning to feel less like an ordeal and more like… fun.

Finn lunged for the pot, and Grace twirled away, the green tutu flaring around her thighs. The movement sent a ripple of appreciation through the crowd. Something shifted in Grace's perception—instead of feeling exposed by their gaze, she felt oddly empowered by it. Their attention wasn't judgmental but appreciative, part of a shared joke they all understood.

"Just a matter of time, my pretty," Finn growled, staying in character as he stalked her across the small stage. When he passed close behind her, his hand brushed against her waist—a touch so fleeting it might have been accidental, yet at the same time so deliberate it sent electricity racing up her spine.

They continued their dance as the float progressed down the main street, weaving around each other in an increasingly elaborate choreography. Finn would make a grab for her "treasures”, and Grace would evade him with growing confidence, sometimes adding a playful shimmy that made the crowd roar with approval.

In the midst of one particularly dramatic evasion, Grace stumbled slightly. Finn caught her elbow to steady her, his fingers lingering against her skin.

"You're a natural," he murmured in his real voice, the words meant only for her. "The crowd loves you."

Grace flushed with pleasure, both at the compliment and at the warmth of his touch. "This is actually… fun," she admitted quietly as they separated to resume their performance.

"Told you," Finn replied with a wink before sliding back into his villainous persona. "Your resistance is futile! Foreign investment cannot be stopped!"

As their float turned the corner into the town square, Grace felt herself settling deeper into her role. The initial awkwardness had evaporated, replaced by a heady sense of liberation. There was something intoxicating about playing this part—and about playing with Finn.

Their performance evolved with each passing minute, the simple choreography growing more complex as they found their rhythm together. The float rolled slowly through the town square, where the crowd was at its densest—a sea of faces tilted upward, watching their every move with rapt attention.

"Ireland belongs to her people!" Grace declared with newfound dramatic flair, spinning away from Finn's grasp. The movement sent her red hair flying out behind her like a flame, the top hat somehow miraculously staying perched on her head.

"Everyone has their price," Finn countered, his exaggerated villain's voice carrying across the square. His eyes, though, told a different story—one meant only for Grace. When their gazes locked, the playful heat she found there made her breath catch in her throat.

As they circled each other, Finn's hands began to find her more frequently—another steadying touch at her elbow when the float jolted over an uneven patch of road, fingers grazing her shoulders as he passed behind her. Each contact, though brief, seemed to linger on her skin long after he'd moved away.

"Getting warmer," he murmured during one such pass, his lips close to her ear. "The finale's coming up soon."

The reminder of what awaited at the end of their performance sent a flutter of nervous anticipation through Grace's stomach. But the anxiety she'd felt earlier had transformed into something else entirely—something warm and liquid that pooled low in her belly.

Their dance continued, the teasing pursuit growing more elaborate. When Grace twirled away from his grasp, Finn's hand caught her waist, his fingers splaying across her ribs just below the curve of her breast. The touch was firmer this time, more deliberate in its placement.

"Sorry," he whispered, not sounding sorry at all. His thumb brushed the underside of her breast through the velvet jacket—so briefly it might have been accidental, except for the knowing glint in his eyes that told her it was anything but.

Grace should have been outraged. She should have stepped away, maintained some professional distance despite the absurdity of their situation. Instead, she felt her nipples hardening again beneath the jacket, pressing against the soft fabric in a way that must have been visible to him at such close range.

"No, you're not," she whispered back, surprising herself with her boldness.

Finn's smile widened, genuine pleasure replacing his theatrical menace for just a moment. "No," he agreed, his voice a low rumble that she felt more than heard. "I'm not."

They separated again, resuming their performance for the crowd. Grace found herself moving differently now—more fluid, more aware of her body and how it looked to observers. To him. The tutu swished around her thighs as she danced away from Finn's advances, her movements deliberately provocative in a way they hadn't been before.

The float turned another corner, and the crowd's cheers swelled. They were approaching Church Road. This was it.

"End of the line, Ireland," Finn called out, his villain's voice carrying over the crowd's cheers. "Time for me to take what’s rightfully mine!"

Grace's heart thundered in her chest as she realised the moment had arrived. The finale was looming. The crowd seemed to sense it too—a palpable shift in energy rippled through the spectators, an anticipatory hush falling over them.

Finn advanced toward her with exaggerated menace, his movements deliberately slower now, building tension. Grace retreated until her back pressed against the edge of the float. The wooden side panel hit just above her waist—exactly as Finn had promised, high enough to shield her lower half from the crowd's view.

"Nowhere left to run," Finn growled, staying in character even as his eyes conveyed a different message. They held a question, seeking final confirmation that she was still willing to go through with their performance.

Grace gave an almost imperceptible nod. The float hit a small bump in the road, jostling them. Finn used the moment to close the distance between them, his body suddenly pressed against hers. The heat of him seeped through their costumes, his chest firm against her.

"Ready?" he whispered, his breath hot against her ear.

Before she could respond, his hands were on her, strong fingers gripping her waist. With a fluid movement that seemed both rehearsed and spontaneous, he spun her around to face away from him. Grace found herself bent forward over the side of the float, her upper body visible to the crowd while her lower half remained concealed behind the wooden panel.

The audience erupted in raucous cheers and whistles, immediately understanding the metaphor being enacted before them. Grace's face flamed scarlet, the heat of her embarrassment travelling down her neck and across her minimally covered chest. Yet beneath the mortification lurked something else—something base and electric that sent sparks racing along her nerve endings.

Finn's hands tightened on her waist, holding her firmly in position. The wooden edge of the float pressed into her, the sensation both uncomfortable and oddly thrilling. She was acutely aware of how she must look to him—bent over, the tiny green tutu riding up to reveal the simple white cotton of her underwear. From his position behind her, she would be entirely exposed to his gaze. She was at his mercy. She was his for the taking. The metaphor had become reality.

"Foreign investment takes what it wants!" Finn proclaimed to the crowd, his theatrical voice masking the lower, huskier tone he added just for her. "Christ, Grace, you're gorgeous."

Grace clutched the edge of the float, her knuckles whitening as Finn began the pantomime they'd discussed. He thrust his hips forward in an exaggerated motion that, to the distant crowd, would appear to be merely suggestive—a symbolic representation of Ireland being violated by foreign capital.

But Grace's world narrowed to the point where their bodies made contact. This was no mime, no theatrical suggestion. Finn slammed against her with each thrust, the movement sending ripples through Grace's body. This was not pantomime—his body made firm, deliberate contact with hers, the fabric of his striped trousers rubbing against the thin cotton of her underwear. She gasped, the sound lost in the crowd's continued cheers and whistles.

"You alright?" Finn whispered, his voice a hot caress against her ear as he leaned over her, still maintaining their suggestive tableau.

Grace couldn't answer. Her mind reeled with the realisation that what she felt pressing against her with each impact—hard, insistent, unmistakable—was Finn's arousal. The physical evidence of his desire sent a forbidden thrill racing through her, clouding her thoughts with a haze of confused excitement.

"Vulture funds take everything!" Finn proclaimed to the crowd, his theatrical voice booming as he continued his performance. But his hands spoke to Grace more than his words, his fingers digging slightly into the soft flesh of her hips, pulling her subtly back against him with each forward thrust against her.

The float jolted over an uneven patch of road, the sudden movement pushing Finn even more firmly against her. Grace bit her lip to stifle a moan as his hardness pressed directly between her legs, the thin barrier of her underwear offering little protection against the heat and firmness of him. The sensation was electric, sending sparks of pleasure racing up her spine to burst like fireworks behind her closed eyelids.

This is insane, she thought frantically, even as her body betrayed her with its response. I'm bent over a parade float with a man I barely know, in front of an entire town, and I'm… I'm…

She was wet. The mortifying truth of it pulsed between her thighs where Finn continued his performance, each thrust bringing him into contact with her most sensitive area. The cotton of her underwear was growing damp with her arousal, and the knowledge that he must feel it—must know the effect he was having on her—sent another wave of heat washing over her skin.

"Jesus, Grace," Finn murmured, his voice strained and barely audible over the crowd's continued reaction. His rhythm faltered for just a moment as he registered her body's response to him. "You're killing me here."

The float turned a corner, entering a slightly quieter section of the route. The audience was thinner here, the cheers more distant. Finn's movements slowed, becoming more deliberate, more precise. His right hand left her hip, sliding around to her stomach, fingers splaying wide across her abdomen. The possessive touch anchored her against him as he continued his theatrical thrusts.

He maintaining the pretence of their performance, crying out his catchphrases to the crowd again. But his hand was moving now, inching upward beneath the velvet of her jacket, fingertips skimming over her ribs to brush the underside of her bare breast.

Grace felt the world narrowing to just the two of them—his hand on her breast, his body pressed against hers, the performance becoming something dangerously real. The float continued its slow progress down Church Road, but the sounds of the crowd seemed to recede, as if someone were gradually turning down the volume on everything except Finn's breathing and her own thundering heartbeat.

His fingers found her nipple under the soft velvet of her jacket, rolling it gently between thumb and forefinger. The sensation drew a gasp from her lips, a sound drowned by the continued cheers she herself no longer heard. They thought they were watching political satire—they had no idea that the metaphor was dissolving into something far more real right before their eyes.

"Is this okay?" Finn whispered, his lips brushing against her ear, sending shivers cascading through her. His voice was rough with restraint, the theatrical villain persona completely gone now. This was just him—just Finn—asking permission as his fingers continued their maddening caress.

Grace knew she should say no. She was bent over a parade float in front of hundreds of strangers, performing what was supposed to be satire—supposed to be a joke. This had gone far beyond the boundaries of their agreement, beyond anything she'd ever done in her life. Yet just one word fell from her lips…

"Yes."

One syllable, breathed so softly she wasn't sure he'd heard it until his hand tightened on her breast, his thumb flicking across her nipple with more deliberate pressure. His other hand gripped her hip, holding her firmly against him as he continued the rhythmic movement that, to the crowd, appeared to be merely suggestive pantomime.

"You know," he murmured against her ear, his brogue thickening with desire, "I still find it hard to believe you don't have any Irish in you." His lips traced the curve of her ear, teeth grazing the sensitive lobe. "Not with that beautiful copper hair, that fair skin that flushes so prettily."

Grace's mind struggled to focus on his words through the haze of sensation, confused as to why he was bringing that up again now. "No," she managed, her voice barely audible even to herself. "No Irish ancestry at all."

Finn's hand slid from her breast, down along her ribs, his touch leaving trails of fire in its wake. "Well," he whispered, his voice dropping to a register so low it seemed to vibrate through her very bones, "would you like to have some Irish in you?"

The question hung in the air between them, charged with meaning that couldn't be misunderstood. Time seemed to stop. The crowd, the float, the parade—everything beyond the points where their bodies connected ceased to exist. The only reality was Finn pressed against her, his hand on her hip, his arousal evident, pressed against the thin cotton of her underwear, and that question… a question that changed everything.

Would you like to have some Irish in you?

He was asking if she wanted him to fuck her. Here. Now. In front of everyone.

The proposition crashed over Grace like a wave, stealing her breath and drowning rational thought. His words echoed in her mind, filthy and perfect, a proposal so outrageous it should have shocked her back to her senses. Instead, it ignited something primal within her, something she'd never known existed until this moment.

"They can't see," Finn whispered urgently. "The sides of the float hide everything from the waist down. No one would know except us."

Grace's mind raced frantically. This was madness. Complete insanity. She'd only met this man an hour ago. She was in a foreign country, bent over a parade float, surrounded by hundreds of strangers. Every rational part of her screamed to put a stop to this immediately.

But rationality was drowning in the flood of desire that had overtaken her body. The evidence of her arousal soaked through the thin cotton between her legs, her nipples ached for his touch, and the place where his hardness pressed against her throbbed with need so intense it bordered on pain.

"We shouldn't," she whispered, even as her body betrayed her words by pressing back against him. "We can't…"

"We shouldn't," Finn agreed, his voice rough with restraint. His fingers tightened on her hip, holding her still against him. "Just say the word and this stops. We go back to pantomime, finish the route, and that's the end of it. We absolutely shouldn’t. But we can."

The choice hung before her like a doorway—on one side, the safe, predictable life she'd always led; on the other, something reckless and wild that both terrified and thrilled her. All her life, she'd been the careful one, the planner, the rule-follower. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined herself in a situation like this.

And yet…

Wasn't this why she'd come to Ireland? Not for this specifically—obviously!—but for something… authentic, something real, something that would set this trip apart from the ordinary? Something she would remember forever?

The float jolted over another uneven patch of road, the movement driving Finn against her with unexpected force. Grace bit back a moan as pleasure spiked through her body, sharp and sweet.

"Grace," Finn murmured, her name like a prayer on his lips. "I need an answer, love."

The endearment, casual as it was, sent another wave of heat coursing through her veins. She pressed her forehead against the cool wood of the float's side, trying to clear her head enough to think. The crowd continued to cheer, oblivious to the real drama unfolding before them. The music from their float's speakers played on, the distorted Irish melody creating a surreal soundtrack to her internal struggle.

What would happen if she said yes? In the moment, she knew exactly what would unfold. The thought sent a tremor through Grace's body, her skin prickling with anticipation despite the cool Irish air that whispered around them.

"Yes," Grace whispered, the word escaping her lips before she could call it back. "Yes, I want it. I want you." The admission felt like jumping from a cliff—terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

Finn's breath caught audibly. "Are you sure?" His voice was strained, as if he was offering her one last chance to retreat from the precipice they stood upon together.

"I've never been more sure of anything," Grace replied, shocked by the steady conviction in her voice. "Please, Finn."

The metallic rasp of his zipper seemed impossibly loud to Grace's ears, though she knew the sound was drowned by the music and the crowd's continued cheers. Time stretched and compressed, each second an eternity as she felt Finn shift behind her, his hands momentarily leaving her body.

Then his palms were on her again, hotter now against her skin, as if the removal of that barrier of fabric had unleashed something primal in him as well. His right hand slid over the curve of her backside, fingers tracing the edge of her underwear where it cut across her flesh. The touch was reverent, almost worshipful, despite the illicit nature of what they were about to do.

"Christ, you really are beautiful," he murmured, his brogue thickening with desire. "Like something from a dream."

His fingers hooked into the side of her panties, gently pulling the damp cotton aside. The cool air against her newly exposed centre made Grace gasp, the contrast between it and the heat radiating from her skin almost shocking. She felt utterly vulnerable, completely at his mercy—and thrilled by both sensations.

"We’re rounding a corner," Finn whispered urgently. "Hold tight to the edge."

Grace gripped the wooden panel more firmly, bracing herself as the float began a slow turn. The movement shifted her balance, pressing her more firmly against the side of the truck bed. And then—

"Oh God," she breathed as she felt him—hot, hard, and startlingly bare—press against her exposed flesh. The velvety head of his cock slid between her folds, gathering the evidence of her arousal, slicking himself with her wetness.

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph," Finn groaned, the blasphemy somehow fitting in this moment of sacred profanity. "You're soaking."

Grace might have been embarrassed by this observation if she weren't so consumed by sensation. The slick glide of him against her most sensitive flesh sent electric currents racing up her spine, each nerve ending singing with anticipation. He continued to stroke himself against her, teasing them both with the promise of what was to come.

The float completed its turn, steadying again. Grace was dimly aware of fresh cheers from the crowd as they spotted the performance, but these sounds seemed to come from another world entirely. Her universe had narrowed to just this—the points where their bodies connected.

The moment hung suspended between them—her consent given, his body poised at her entrance, both of them balanced on the knife-edge of anticipation. The crowd's cheers seemed to pulse in time with Grace's thundering heartbeat as Finn positioned himself more deliberately, the blunt head of his cock pressing against her opening with gentle but insistent pressure.

"Ready?" he whispered, his voice strained. One hand gripped her hip with bruising intensity while the other braced against the wooden panel beside her own white-knuckled grasp.

Grace couldn't form words. She answered by pressing back against him, the movement slight but unmistakable in its intent. Permission. Invitation. Plea.

With agonising slowness, Finn began to push inside her. The initial resistance gave way to a slick, tight heat that drew a strangled sound from deep in his throat. Grace bit her lip hard enough to taste copper, fighting to contain the cry that threatened to escape as he stretched her, filled her, claimed her, inch by exquisite inch.

"Sweet Jesus," Finn breathed against her ear, his chest pressed to her back as he leaned over her. "You feel… incredible."

The float hit another uneven patch of road, the jolt driving Finn forward with unexpected force. In one sudden motion, he was fully sheathed within her, buried to the hilt. Grace's vision blurred, sparks of pleasure exploding behind her eyes as her body struggled to accommodate his size, his heat, the sheer overwhelming presence of him inside her.

For a breathless moment, neither of them moved. The world continued around them—the music played, the crowd cheered, the float rolled steadily onward—but they existed in a bubble of suspended time, joined in the most intimate way possible while surrounded by hundreds of oblivious onlookers.

Then Finn began to move. Slowly at first, withdrawing almost completely before sliding back in with deliberate precision. Each thrust was calculated to appear, from a distance, as a mere continuation of their suggestive pantomime—the vulture capitalist symbolically ravishing Ireland. But the reality was far more carnal, far more profound.

"Nobody knows," he whispered, his breath hot against her ear as his pace increased fractionally. "They're all watching, but nobody knows I'm inside you right now. Nobody knows how wet you are, how beautifully, perfectly stretched you are around me."

His words sent a fresh wave of heat cascading through Grace's body. The public-yet-private nature of their coupling was intoxicating—hundreds of eyes on them, yet not a single witness to the true extent of their debauchery. The wooden panels and foliage of the float concealed the reality of their connection, turning what should have been a scandal into a secret shared between only them.

"Foreign investment takes what it wants!" Finn called out to the crowd, his theatrical voice belying the intimate whisper he added for Grace alone. "And fuck, Grace, I want all of you."

The crowd roared its approval at Finn's theatrical proclamation, entirely unaware of the truth behind his words. Their cheers spurred him on, emboldening him to increase his pace. Each thrust grew more forceful, more demanding, driving Grace against the wooden panel that both supported and concealed her.

"God, you feel amazing," he groaned, his voice a ragged whisper meant only for her ears. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hip, holding her steady as he pounded into her with increasing urgency. The other hand snaked beneath her jacket, finding her breast again, rolling her nipple between his fingers in time with his thrusts.

Grace's mind splintered into fragments of pure sensation. The hard wood of the float pressing against her hip bones. The cool spring air caressing her flushed skin. The heat of Finn behind her, surrounding her, filling her. The distant roar of the crowd providing a surreal soundtrack to their forbidden coupling.

Grace had never considered herself an exhibitionist—had always been shy, careful, modest. Yet here she was, being taken with fierce abandon on a parade float in front of an entire town. And she was loving it. It was the most thrilling experience of her life.

The juxtaposition was dizzying—her public performance as "Ireland" versus the private reality of her body accepting Finn's relentless rhythm. To the crowd, she was an actress in an allegorical tableau. To herself, she was a woman discovering new depths of pleasure, new facets of her own desire that she'd never known existed.

"Harder," she whispered back to him, shocking herself with her own boldness. "Please, Finn."

He complied immediately, his hips snapping forward with renewed vigour, driving into her with a force that would have moved her forward if not for his iron grip on her hip. The sound of their bodies coming together was masked by the music and cheers, but to Grace's ears, it was thunderous—the slick, rhythmic evidence of their shared desire.

"Like that?" he growled, punctuating the question with a particularly forceful thrust that hit something exquisite deep inside her.

"Yes!" The word escaped her lips as a breathy moan, too quiet for anyone but Finn to hear.

The float juddered again, the movement shifting their balance slightly. Finn used the opportunity to adjust his angle, his next thrust hitting a spot inside Grace that made stars explode behind her closed eyelids.

"Oh my God," she gasped, her inner walls clenching around him in involuntary response.

"Found it, did I?" Finn's voice was strained but triumphant, his breath hot in her ear as he adjusted his angle to hit that perfect spot again and again. "Come for me, Grace. Let me feel you."

Each thrust now sent shockwaves of pleasure radiating through Grace's body, building toward something that loomed like a gathering storm. The tension coiled tighter with every impact, every drag of his hardness against her inner walls. Her fingers gripped the wooden panel with white-knuckle intensity, desperate for an anchor as the sensations threatened to sweep her away completely.

"I can't," she whispered, though her body was already beginning to tremble, already climbing toward that precipice. "Not here, not with everyone—"

"You can," Finn insisted, his voice a fierce whisper as his pace increased. His hand left her breast, sliding down over her stomach, dipping lower until his fingers found the swollen bundle of nerves at her centre. "They'll think it's all part of the show. The grand finale."

His fingers circled her clit with exquisite precision, the touch perfectly timed with his relentless thrusts. Grace felt herself unravelling, felt the last threads of her control slipping away. The dual assault—his cock stretching her, filling her, claiming her with each powerful thrust; his fingers working their magic against her most sensitive point—was more than she could withstand.

"Finn," she gasped, the word a prayer and a warning all at once. "I'm going to—"

"Let go," he commanded, his voice rough with his own rising pleasure. "Let them all see what happens if we allow Ireland to be fucked."

His words, filthy and perfect, pushed her over the edge. The orgasm crashed through Grace with devastating force, radiating outward from her core in waves of such intense pleasure that her vision blurred and darkened at the edges. Her inner walls clamped down on Finn's length, pulsing rhythmically as the climax took her.

Unable to contain it, Grace threw her head back and cried out—a sound of pure, uninhibited ecstasy that tore from her throat and rose above the music. In that moment, she didn't care who heard, who saw, who might guess the truth. Nothing mattered but the exquisite release flooding through her system, washing away every thought, every inhibition, every scrap of the careful, controlled person she'd always been.

The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles, interpreting her cry as the theatrical culmination of their performance—Ireland's final surrender to the rapacious vulture fund. They had no idea that her flushed cheeks, her parted lips, her glazed eyes were the result of real pleasure, real surrender. Her body shuddered visibly, but to the audience, it was merely convincing acting—the perfect embodiment of Ireland's symbolic violation.

"Jesus Christ," Finn groaned against her neck, his rhythm faltering as her body continued to spasm around him. "That was the most beautiful thing I've ever heard."

Grace could barely process his words through the haze of pleasure still coursing through her system. Her legs trembled beneath her, threatening to give way as aftershocks of her climax rippled through her core. Each pulse squeezed him, drawing another ragged breath from his lips.

"I'm close," he whispered urgently, his voice strained with the effort of maintaining control. "So fucking close."

The float was approaching the end of Church Road, the crowd thinning slightly as they neared the conclusion of the parade route. Grace could feel the tension in Finn’s body, the coiled restraint as he fought against his impending release.

"Down," he commanded suddenly, his voice a hoarse whisper. "Get down behind the barrier."

Grace blinked, struggling to understand through her post-orgasmic fog. "What?"

"Drop down," Finn repeated, withdrawing from her with a pained groan that spoke volumes about his state. "Like you're spent. Like the metaphor is complete." His hands moved to her shoulders, guiding her gently but firmly. "Trust me."

Understanding dawned slowly. Grace allowed herself to slide downward, her knees bending until she was kneeling on the floor of the float, completely hidden from the crowd's view by the wooden panels. From their perspective, it would appear that Ireland had collapsed, defeated by the voracious vulture capitalist—the political metaphor reaching its natural conclusion.

What they couldn't see was Grace on her knees, her face now level with Finn's exposed cock, still slick and glistening with the evidence of her pleasure. He loomed above her, one hand braced against the top of the wooden panel, the other moving to cup the back of her head with surprising tenderness.

"Finish me," he said, his voice a mixture of command and plea, green eyes blazing down at her with an intensity that stole her breath. "Right here, barely hidden from all these people. Please, Grace."

The request should have shocked her, should have been a step too far even after everything they'd already done. Instead, Grace felt a renewed surge of desire flood her system. The forbidden nature of the act—kneeling before him on the parade float, surrounded by hundreds of unsuspecting spectators—was intoxicating. The risk, the secrecy, the shared conspiracy of their pleasure heightened every sensation to an almost unbearable degree.

"Yes," she whispered, her gaze locked with his as she leaned forward. Her hands came up to grasp his hips, steadying herself as she parted her lips.

The first taste of him—of them, mingled together—exploded across her tongue like nothing she'd ever experienced. Salt and musk and the tangier evidence of her own pleasure combined into something primal and intoxicating. Grace moaned softly, the vibration travelling through her lips and into his body, drawing a sharp inhale from Finn above her.

"Jesus," he breathed, his fingers tangling gently in her copper hair. His other hand remained braced against the top of the wooden panel, maintaining the pretence for the crowd while concealing the truth of what was happening just inches below their line of sight.

Grace let instinct guide her, taking him deeper, her tongue swirling around his length as she explored the velvet hardness of him. Each pulse against her tongue, each subtle twitch of his hips told her she was pleasing him, spurring her to greater boldness. She hollowed her cheeks, creating a suction that drew another strangled sound from his throat.

"The vulture always gets what it wants!" Finn called out to the crowd, his theatrical villain's voice remarkably steady despite the exquisite torture Grace was inflicting on him. Only she could hear the strain beneath the performance, could feel the trembling in his thighs as he fought to maintain his composure.

The float continued its slow progress, the end of the route now close. They had minutes, perhaps less, before the performance would truly conclude. The knowledge lent urgency to Grace's movements as she took him deeper still, pushing past her comfort, wanting—needing—to bring him the same shattering release he'd given her.

She looked up, meeting his gaze through her lashes. The sight nearly undid Finn completely—this beautiful woman on her knees before him, lips stretched around his cock, eyes wide and innocent despite the utterly depraved act they were committing in front of hundreds of oblivious spectators. The contrast was maddening—the public performance above versus the private worship below.

"Close," he warned, his voice dropping to a whisper meant only for her. "So fucking close, Grace."

She responded by taking him deeper, relaxing her throat to accept more of his considerable length. Her hands moved from his hips to cup him gently, adding another dimension to his pleasure. The dual sensation—her hot mouth engulfing him, her soft fingers cradling him—was overwhelming.

"Look at me," Finn commanded softly. "I want to see your eyes when I come."

Grace obeyed, tilting her face upward without breaking the rhythm of her movements. Their gazes locked, creating an intimate connection that transcended the physical act joining them. In that moment, something passed between them—something neither had anticipated when this madness began.

"Vulture capital takes everything!" Finn called out for the crowd, his theatrical voice rising to its crescendo even as Grace felt him swell against her tongue. His thighs trembled with the effort of maintaining his stance, his composure fraying visibly as he fought to prolong the exquisite torture she was inflicting upon him.

"The grand… conquest… is…" Each word seemed to cost him greater effort as Grace increased her pace, her tongue swirling around his length with renewed determination. She wanted this—wanted to taste his completion, wanted to feel him surrender just as completely as she had. The knowledge that hundreds of eyes were upon them, yet none could see this most intimate act, sent another thrill of forbidden excitement coursing through her.

Finn's fingers tightened in her hair with urgent pressure that communicated his rapidly approaching climax. His breaths came in ragged gasps disguised as theatrical panting for the crowd's benefit. His eyes, locked with hers, spoke volumes that his public persona couldn't express—wonder, desire, and something deeper.

"The vulture… has…" Finn's voice strained, the words emerging as a growl as his control finally shattered. "COME!"

The last word transformed from theatrical proclamation to genuine exclamation as Finn's release overtook him. His body went rigid, his cock pulsing against Grace's tongue as the first hot splash of his climax filled her mouth. His fingers clenched in her hair, holding her steady as wave after wave crashed through him and out of him.

Grace didn't hesitate. She swallowed eagerly, accepting everything he offered, her throat working to claim each pulse of his release. The intimacy of the act—taking his essence into her body while surrounded by oblivious onlookers—was intoxicating beyond anything she'd ever experienced. She hummed softly in satisfaction, the vibration drawing a choked gasp from Finn as it heightened the intensity of his orgasm.

The crowd's cheers swelled around them, the audience appreciating what they perceived as the dramatic conclusion of a political satire. They weren’t to know that the flush on Finn's face wasn't theatrical but rather the genuine aftermath of pleasure, that the slight trembling in his legs wasn't stage emotion but the physical evidence of his release.

As the final pulses subsided, Grace didn't immediately release him. Instead, she kept him in the warm haven of her mouth, her tongue gently laving the sensitive flesh, cleaning away the evidence of their shared pleasure with delicate thoroughness. The tenderness of the act seemed to affect Finn. His hand in her hair gentled, now fingers now winding through the copper strands with something approaching reverence.

"Fucking hell," he whispered, his voice wrecked and raw in a way his theatrical performance could never account for. "You're… amazing."

Grace finally released him, placing a final, almost affectionate kiss on the tip before she reluctantly let him slip from her lips. She looked up at him through her lashes again, a strange mix of shyness and newfound boldness warring within her. The moment felt suspended in time—intimate and private, in spite of their extraordinary surroundings.

With trembling hands, Finn tucked himself away and fastened his trousers, his movements almost clumsy in their haste. The float had nearly reached the end of Church Road, the parade's conclusion imminent. His eyes never left Grace's face as she knelt before him, a faint sheen of moisture still visible on her lips.

"Come here," he murmured, extending his hand to help her rise.

Grace placed her palm in his, allowing him to pull her to her feet with surprising gentleness. Her legs felt unsteady, her knees aching slightly from the hard surface of the float. As she rose into view again, she was acutely aware of the crowd's renewed interest—their cheers swelling as "Ireland" reappeared, apparently recovered from her symbolic defeat.

The tutu had twisted during their activities, and Grace hastily adjusted it, smoothing the rumpled fabric over her hips. Her fingers moved to her hair next, attempting to tame the copper strands that Finn's passionate grip had dishevelled. The top hat lay forgotten on the float's floor; she bent to retrieve it, placing it at a jaunty angle on her head once more.

"How do I look?" she whispered, suddenly conscious of her appearance. Did she look as thoroughly debauched as she felt? Could the crowd see the evidence of what they'd done written on her flushed face?

Finn's eyes travelled over her with slow appreciation, taking in every detail—from her slightly mussed hair to the sheen on her lips, from the visible hardness of her nipples beneath the velvet jacket to the subtle tremble in her legs that spoke of recent pleasure.

"Like Ireland herself," he replied, his voice husky with lingering desire and something warmer. "Beautiful. Slightly ravished… but still standing proud."

The float began to slow as it approached the marshalling area where the parade would officially conclude. Around them, other floats were already coming to a halt, participants waving final farewells to the dispersing crowd. The music from their hidden speaker faded to silence, signalling the end of their performance.

"I think we're meant to take a bow," Finn said, his theatrical persona returning as he gestured toward the thinning crowd that still lined the street. "Show them Ireland survives, despite the vulture's best efforts."

Grace nodded, understanding the metaphor in a way she hadn't when this began. She stepped forward to stand beside Finn at the edge of the float, close enough that their shoulders touched. The contact sent another small shiver through her body. The memory of what they'd just done—of what she'd just done—was still so fresh, so vivid, that even this casual contact made Grace's heart race. Together, they faced the crowd, Finn's hand finding the small of her back in a touch that was both supportive and possessive.

"Ladies and gentlemen of Tír Náire," Finn called out, his theatrical voice returning for this final moment of performance, "you've witnessed the ravaging of our fair country by vulture capitalism!" He swept his arm in a grand gesture, encompassing both Grace and the simple set behind them. "But as you can see, though Ireland may be momentarily conquered, she will always rise again!"

The crowd responded with enthusiastic applause and cheers, many raising a pint in salute. Grace felt a strange surge of pride mingled with the lingering afterglow of pleasure. She had participated in something meaningful, something that spoke to these people's genuine concerns, even if the method of delivery had been… unorthodox, to say the least.

Grace took her bow, enjoying the cheers and applause. As Finn joined her in accepting the crowd’s appreciation he leant in for one final, cheeky, remark.

“So tell me, Grace Eriksson,” he said softly, “did you enjoy your first taste of Irish cream?”
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