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DENIS PELLEY

 It’s not uncommon for 72-year-old Denis 
Pelley to ride at least 100 miles a week on his 
bike. Upon meeting this fit, upbeat cyclist, you 
probably wouldn’t suspect that his life has been 
anything but an easy ride.  
 Originally from Peabody, Massachusetts, 
Denis and his wife, Kaye, dated in high school 
before brief marriages to other people. They 
found their way back to each other 45 years 
ago. They have three children, Denis’s daughter, 
Jennifer, and Kaye’s son, Stephen, and daugh-
ter, Tracy, and later, six grandchildren. 
 With a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Ad-
ministration from Salem State University and 
a Master’s Degree in Industrial Relations from 
Loyola University Chicago, Denis spent 37 
years as a civilian personnel officer with the 
U.S. Air Force. When he was transferred to 
Langley in 1996, the Pelleys spent two years in 
Hampton before settling in Williamsburg.
 In 2001, Denis was diagnosed with mela-
noma on his back, early enough for surgical re-
moval without further treatment. “That got me 

thinking,” Denis says, “maybe this is a wake-
up call to spend more time not working.” So 
in 2003, he retired earlier than planned. “I was 
only 58 and loved my job,” he says. “But we just 
decided, ‘We’ve got to start living.’”
 In his newfound free time, Denis became 
an enthusiastic long-distance runner, tackling 

marathons and training for more. Unfortu-
nately, that all stopped abruptly Thanksgiving 
weekend of 2004, when Denis was mugged.
 Having spent the holiday with their children 
in Massachusetts, Denis and Kaye were prepar-
ing to drive home when Denis’s mother was ad-
mitted to a hospital a couple of hours away. So, 
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he drove there while Kaye flew home to return 
to work. One evening at his hotel, after being 
directed through a side door by an apparent 
employee, he was attacked. Police were never 
able to apprehend the perpetrator, though they 
suspected that the cash-only theft was drug re-
lated.
 With vague symptoms and no memory of 
the interaction, it took days and two hospital 
visits before Denis was diagnosed with a trau-
matic brain injury. Finally, after he had repeat-
edly lost consciousness, a CT scan revealed his 
fractured skull along with brain bleeding and 
swelling. 
 “I slept for the month of December,” Denis 
says. Unable to drive, he was also left with dif-
ficulty finding words, maintaining balance, and 
controlling his emotions. “For years, I couldn’t 
sit with my back towards the door at a restau-
rant,” Denis says. He permanently lost his sense 
of smell and still has lingering memory issues. 
 It took a year for Denis to regain most nor-
mal functions, but he struggled to find joy. “I 
just looked out the window all day, feeling sorry 
for myself, wondering what had happened to 
me,” he says. As it turned out, he didn’t have to 

look far to get back on track. 
 A strong motivator for Denis and Kaye at 
the time was their 14-year-old granddaughter, 
Chelsea, who they raised from age six. “Our 
daughter, Tracy, was having personal issues,” 
says Denis. “But the good side of that is we got 
to bring up this wonderful child. It was chal-
lenging but a delightful experience that we 
would never change.” The Pelleys ultimately lost 
Tracy in 2007. She died at age 38. “It was Chel-
sea that gave us reason to get up every morning, 
smile and try to enjoy life,” Denis says.  
 For her sake, he adopted a positive outlook 
and even returned to the thrill of running, but 
eventually encountered another roadblock. 
“I had terrible pain in my right hip,” he says. 
Warning that running would keep Denis on a 
fast track to hip replacement, his orthopedist 
suggested road cycling instead. 
 Cycling quickly became a passion, and De-
nis signed up for a century ride in late 2013. 
Around mile 90 of the 100-mile Tour of Rich-
mond, chest pain and trouble breathing caused 
him to stop for a rest. He heeded the advice of 
an EMT who said, “If you were my dad, I’d tell 
you to go home.” 

 A few days before Christmas, Denis ran into 
his primary care physician “by pure happen-
stance” and mentioned his symptoms. The doc-
tor examined him on December 26 and found 
fluid in his right lung, prompting further test-
ing. Though the results were expected to take 
several days, Denis’s doctor called within several 
hours. “He said, ‘You have a mass in your chest. 
You need to get to an oncologist and a pulmo-
nologist right away.’ I hung up, and like the big 
tough guy I am, broke down crying,” Denis 
says. “I told Kaye, ‘I’ve got cancer.’” 
 Though the possibilities included lung can-
cer and metastasized melanoma, Denis’s diag-
nosis was lymphoma, the best-case scenario. 
He began treatment immediately with Virginia 
Oncology Associates (VOA). When the cancer 
spread to his bones and reached stage IV, the 
Pelleys prepared for the worst. They sold the 
home they loved to move to a single-family 
condominium in Brandon Woods so that Kaye 
wouldn’t have to maintain outdoor upkeep 
alone. Today Denis jokes, “Unfortunately, I’m 
still here!”
 Indeed he is. After 11 months of chemo-
therapy and two years of maintenance therapy, 
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Denis officially entered remission late last year. 
He attributes this victory largely to his medical 
team. “Dr. Booth, Nurse Practitioner Miriam 
New and the VOA staff saved my life,” Denis 
says. “They got us through it with medical sup-
port, but just as importantly, with their positive 
outlook, enthusiasm, and obvious love for their 
jobs amid heavy responsibilities. They gave me a 
sense of normalcy. They’ve become our friends.”
 That positivity resonated with Denis. “Re-
gardless of what people suggested, I never felt 
like I wasn’t going to survive. If you give into 
that, then you’re giving up. There’s no shame in 
wanting to give up, there’s no shame in being 
sick,” Denis says. “But it’s a shame if you don’t 
want to fight.”
 On this side of his battle, Denis finds inspi-
ration from the late Stuart Scott of ESPN, who 
said, “You beat cancer by how you live, why you 
live and the manner in which you live.” “That’s 
what I try to do everyday,” Denis says. “But I’m 
a work in progress.” 
 Denis is hesitant about receiving attention. 
“I’m one of the lucky ones,” he says. “I hear 
other people’s stories compared to mine. They’re 
much stronger than me.” However, because he 
humbly recognizes that his unique experiences 
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and recoveries equip him to empathize with 
others, he’s always looking for opportunities 
to “make a minor difference in someone’s life,” 
even if it’s just smiling or asking how someone’s 
day is going. “Maybe it makes them feel good 
for a minute,” Denis says. 
 He knows firsthand the value of an encour-
aging word. Initially skeptical when his nurse 
navigator suggested a cancer support group to 
ease his depression, Denis joined not one, but 
two groups through the Kelly Weinberg Foun-
dation and Williamsburg Community Chapel. 
Two years later, he can’t imagine not going.
 “The idea is to help each other through to-
day and tomorrow,” Denis says. Beyond meet-
ings, he often shares contact information, rides 
to meetings, and a listening ear with fellow 
members. “I get so much from them, listening 
to their struggles and trying to contribute. I’m 
always glad I went.” Even as the groups recently 
grieved the loss of Denis’s friends Declan and 
John, he says, “We’re better people because we 
knew them.”
  Support is also offered for caregivers, who 
Denis calls “the unrecognized heroes of these 
illnesses.” “Kaye waited on me and watched 
me get sick, but nobody said to her, ‘How are 

you? Can I come sit with Denis today?’ It’s im-
portant to me that more is made of that. Let’s 
turn to the caregiver, encourage them and offer 
help,” Denis says.
 Today, with Williamsburg Area Bicyclists 
and other local groups, Denis typically rides 
25 to 40 miles several times a week. Looking 
forward, he hopes to make a comeback with 
another century ride. But more importantly, he 
moves on with a different perspective.
 “Before I got sick, I went through life like 
most people…caught up in the humdrum, go-
ing 100 miles per hour,” Denis says. “I’ve been 
fortunate to face these challenges because I’m 
trying to let them make me a better person. 
What matters now is not what mattered be-
fore.” 
 To Denis Pelley, what matters are the simple 
things. “I don’t want to be remembered as this 
‘great guy,’” he says. “I just want people to say, 
yeah, he was a good guy. Just a good guy.”

The Kelly Weinberg Foundation support group 
meets the first and third Mondays of each month 
at 7 p.m. at Riverside Doctors’ Hospital. The 
Cancer Support Group Ministry at Williamsburg 
Community Chapel meets every second and fourth 
Thursday at 6:30 p.m.
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