I am  writing this whilst sitting by a Florida swimming pool near to the Daytona Motor Speedway. I have a bottle of sun-tan lotion to rub into my six-pack stomach (and billiard ball head), and a coolbox full of bottled Budweiser on ice. I dined today on a 12oz T-bone steak and a mountain of fresh salad purchased for $10.95, and spent last night playing pool with friendly locals who couldn't do enough to make a Brit feel welcome.     

This page is nothing if not international. Last month I was in Japan riding the world's fastest Bimota, and I scarcely had time to draw breath in the UK before setting off to race at Daytona. What a life, eh? Before you dismiss me as a flash git on a non-stop world-wide journalistic freebie, however, let me try to describe what it is really like living a life devoted 100% to motorcycling.

The story started in Yorkshire last September. The deal was that I would build two engines for the race bikes, and would get a free ride at Daytona on the spare bike instead of being paid. It sounded pretty fair to me. The only problem was that I was up to my neck in work for my business at the time, and what with the trip to Japan looming, I was worried that I would not have  time to get the engines done before the bikes had to be crated up on January the 29th. It was therefore agreed that all the necessary engine bits would be delivered to me no later than the end of September. They arrived on January the 20th. Still, no need to worry - the show’s not over till the fat lady sings.

Our fall-back plan was to use standard engines off the shelf, but I was then not best pleased to find that “my” bike needed not only the engine fitting, but everything else as well, since it was just a bare frame on the floor. When I say everything, I mean everything - even the steering-head bearings. I also had to fit the tyres and make new spacers so that the wheels pointed in the right direction and the chain lined up. This was done in four days of  non-stop work in a draughty,  unheated Yorkshire shed, interspersed with frequent hour-long trips back to my workshop to machine new parts. The bike went into its crate half-finished, and we were so close to the deadline that I was still hammering nails into the crate as the forklift  put it on the ship. Still, I wasn’t beaten yet - I could finish the rest of the bits and take them over as hand baggage. This, of course, was all on top of my normal work - I still had to earn a living, after all, and I rarely work less than 80 hours a week.

Arriving in the US pretty zonked, I nevertheless put in a 14-hour day to get the bikes finished ready for practice at Deland. We didn’t have enough spares, nothing would fit, I had none of the special tools needed, and everything had to be bodged. I was getting more and more despondent. But hey, you can’t give up, can you? The show’s not over till the fat lady sings.

After a sleepless night sharing a room with a coughing, farting,  chain-smoking, snoring, stinking, drunken bog-trotter, I was loading the (still unfinished) bikes into the van at 6am the next day ready for practice.  After cobbling things together well enough to get through scrutineering, I did one tentative lap, revving the engine to no more than 8,000rpm (it was red-lined at 12,500). Another half a lap, and I opened it up to 10,000 - and it blew itself apart. This was the farthest part of the circuit, of course, and as I was desperate to get to work on it again I didn’t wait for the rescue truck but instead pushed the bike one and a half miles to the pits. Over sandy soil. Wearing leathers and a helmet. With the temperature over 90F.  I then drank four pints of water straight down, and got to work stripping the engine. It was well knackered; half of it was totally scrap, but I didn’t even think about jacking it in - after all, the show is never over till the fat lady sings.

There were still four days to go before the race, so I never stopped working. I also managed some sleep, after arranging to share a room with Steve, a non-smoking, non-snoring, former miner from Yorkshire who was not afraid of getting up early and helping out whenever he could, including driving the van to the circuit while I caught up on my kip. Steve, who didn’t have a pit-lane pass, selected the most stupid looking person on the gate and said "Eh up, 'appen t'body uvver theer looks reet soft in t'head, tha knows.”

He then opened the window and said, in the most preposterous upper class twit British accent, "Oh hello!" (pronounced "Air, hair-leer"). “One appears to be lorst, old bean, what.” 

I then chipped in with my best impression of Lady Penelope from the Thunderbirds,  saying "I say, chop-chop Parkah, or we'll be most AWFUWWY wate,  and we don’t want to wet these FWIGHTFUWWY jowwy Americans down, now do we, old chap, what what?” The bemused official waved us on.

Even though the bikes were still not finished, I was  convinced that I might yet have a chance. The first time I stopped working was as they played the US national anthem, when I stood to attention and removed my hat. The anthem was sung by a lady with a very big voice. Was she, perchance, a very big lady? I mean, a fat lady? 

It was then that I heard an announcement over the PA system:

 "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! THE FAT LADY HAS LEFT THE BUILDING." 

