NE\/ER, NEVER QUIT

AS A YOUNG ATHLETIC KID WITH AN AT
J.D. DUDEK ALWAYS HAD TO'FINISH FIRST.
AFTER ALL, HE WAS 'THE BEST-COND

THEN LEUKEMIA STRUCK HIM AND HEWAS
IN FOR THE CHALLENGE OF HIS LIFE T0 SUR'ﬂ"o'E
BY MATTHEW DALE :

D Dudek’s father heid down wo jobs
spray paintng cars rom 4 p.m. 10 mad-
might a1 the Amencan Motors plant in
Mitwaukee, then seting the alarm for
4:30 am. to run the family store by
day. Betwean his Polish ancesiry and
Micwestern roots, Dudek learned the
mesaning of work, defivenng grocenas (o neighbors as a
kid. But it was in sports where he truly leamed the value
of Fuistling.

His voutn tasketball coach noticed the kid's dnve
and rewarded him with a key to the gym. Dudek would
peasl his bike 1o the gymrasium, unlock the door and
shoot jumpess for hours, He loved Pistol Pete
Maravich, weanng his blond locks long, his socks flop-
py and whipping the basketball between hes legs and
bening s back. When he chose to d&en, that ls. The
kit conded fill i up, going for 46, 44 and 48 points in ong
threa-game sirefch s an esghth-gradarn

1 got the Miwaiukee Jounal clipping,” says Dudek
by way of prool,

Those spent drilis at the and of practica? A firg inside
Dudek told him he had to fimsh firsst. He played footbal
foo—a sure-handed, Fred Bietrdsof-type wide receiy-
er. After moving to Southemn California ha playaed fool-
bah at the University of San Diego, leading the feam in
caiches and touchdown receptions. Bul some of his
feammaies positively desgises him,

Tne Torerns woukd run gassers at the end of fhe day
and Dudek, fieet but not the fastest player on the team,
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ran like he was escaping a buming building

"N one ever beal ma,” Dudek sayvs nearty 30 vears
later. “Man, | was the best-conditioned guy.”

Coaches loved the guy's infensty and some of his
teammates loatned i, reading Dudex's nustie as suck-
ing up and making them look bad. So at practice
Dudek wousd catch a pass running over the minefieid
that = the maddle of the secondary and the defensive
backs weren't shy about 1aking their shots,

"Ha took some big-time hits," recalls Dudak's USD
quartertack, Jim Valenzuess, a middie-achool taachar
now living in Poway, “But be made i like a game-fime
situgtion, He'd get up and hustie back to the huddie
e nothing was going on. He was prefty much fear-
lass. "

Hes ipotball davs done, Dudek, now 48, camiad the
same Chariie Hustle atfitude inio adulthood. He deval-
oped his own company, Western Mission Morigage, a
real estate and morigage company that last year
turned $52 million in lpans. Feal estaie being the
Southern California goid rush of late, Ducek struck the
maother lode, purchasing a dozen properties, including
fives clowntown Congos.

A man with Douncliess energy, who talks faster than
an auchionesr and comes armed with a positive attitude
that makas Tory Ronbing ook like Mr. Grumpy, Dudek
still chased the athiatic nugget. Cnly the basketball and
featball had bean replaced by a swim cap, road bike
and running shoes. From sprint 1o half=ironman
triathlons across the globe, Dudak routinety piaced hegh

in hits age group, despite Qo a Muscutar lorso from
hits football days. And he'd hang with Kewin MoCarey's
gite running circle (from the San Diego Track Club).

"He never came 1o a workout without beng s0
pumped ug, s0 positive,” says McCarey., “You would
have thought he just had a friple cappuccino. Some
people are ke a candie. Well, J.0D.'s ke a biowtorch,”

‘fou don't need a paych dearee (0 undarstand where
Dudek molded his backbane: an oldar brother (o rough
him wp, his Michwastern roots and modeling his father's
work ethic,

Then theare was thes: Be it bad ganas, the stress of
working two jobs, axposure (o chamicals at Amancan
Motors o Iving near a battery factory that's now a
waste dump, Dudek’s father died of pancreatic cancer
at 37. Dudek was all of 10. Dudak remembers waiting
hig tather on his deathbed at the hospital, Chet Dudek
pulling his youngest son aside and sayving, "Do the
things | could never do in my fife.”

S0 Dudex pushed, nol to show anybody up bt
because his father's words echoed in the deepest
recesses of his soul, "Mever, never quit,” hs father tosd
hirm.

On a recent sur-kissed summer afternoon, with a
gentle bresze Diowing through his Tierrasanta home,
Dudek s asked what it's like losing his tather s0 young,
Fighting back tears and swallowing a lump in his throat,
he says, "It sficks with you.”






