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The story of Caleb Carroll

At the Seattle Ronald 
McDonald House, 
every child and their 
family finds a home-
away-from-home as 
soon as they walk 
through the front doors.  
Families of seriously ill 
children who are being 
treated at Children’s 
Hospital and Regional 
Medical Center and who 
live more than 60 miles 
from Seattle may stay 
at the House.  Most of 
our families come from 
Washington, Alaska, 
Montana and Idaho – 
but we also serve 
families from other states 
and countries.  Treatment 
schedules vary with a 
child’s diagnosis; families 
may stay up to a year 
or more with repeat 
visits.  This is one 
family’s personal journey 
– that of Sheila and 
Dwayne Carroll and
their son Caleb.
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Every Monday night during the NFL  

season, Caleb and Dwayne take their posi-

tions on opposite sides of the living room 

for a three hour game of catch.  So it was 

a telltale sign on a Monday night when 

Caleb said he was too tired to toss with 

his dad. When Sheila, his mom, checked 

her son and his flu-like symptoms more 

closely, she discovered enormous lymph 

nodes. She immediately scheduled a 

doctor’s appointment first thing Tues-

day morning. 

Caleb had blood tests and was trans-

ported to Seattle that night. The following 

day, Caleb was diagnosed with acute 

lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL). The ritual 

of daily football would be replaced with 

operations, chemotherapy and radiation.

The diagnosis also meant that Caleb 

would join the thousands of other kids, 

ranging in age from just a few months to 

21 years old, who have called the Seattle 

Ronald McDonald House home while un-

dergoing treatment at nearby Children’s 

Hospital. Like so many before him, Caleb 

would move into the Ronald McDonald 

House with zero preparation; he would 

have no opportunity to say goodbye to 

his pals back in Great Falls and, because 

his teenage sister stayed in Montana, he 

would no longer see her or his dad for 

more than an occasional weekend.

“Caleb and Dwayne are incredibly 

close,” Sheila told me. “Caleb would rath-

er hang out with Dwayne than with any 

of his own friends. And they talk about 

everything, have a real rapport. I think 

for Caleb the hardest part of this whole 

thing is not seeing his dad.”

One doesn’t spend long with Caleb  

before realizing that he is a very impres-

sive child. 

“At first I was really mad,” he says, “but now 

I kind of feel lucky. I miss my friends, but I 

know there are a lot of kids who are not as 

lucky as me. After all, this is just one year.”

When I ask him about staying at the 

Ronald McDonald House, he smiles and 

Sheila sighs. 

“It’s really cool. There is lots to do there, 

people to get to know. There are even 

other people from Montana. Plus I re-

ally liked going to the Sonics games, and 

of course, seeing a Seahawks game was 

awesome,” he smiles.

Sheila views the Seattle Ronald McDon-

ald House with the wisdom of a mother’s 

perspective. 

“At first you don’t know what to  

expect. You can’t believe this is happen-

ing to you. You’re reeling,” the look of 

pain obvious on Sheila’s face. “Children’s 

Hospital helps you get back on your feet 

and Ronald McDonald House assures 

you land on solid ground.”

“And they couldn’t be nicer or more at-

tentive. I can’t imagine how we would get 

through this without them. They think of 

absolutely everything.”

For Sheila, an active member of her 

Great Falls church and community, 

the friendships she’s developed at the  

Ronald McDonald House make a huge 

difference. 

Caleb Carroll lives for football. Year round in Great 
Falls, Montana, the nine year old can be found 
tossing the pigskin with friends or with his father, 
Dwayne. So dedicated is he to the sport, that he 
has already made plans to play wide receiver for 
the University of Montana Grizzlies.
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“Being with other parents who are 

going through the same thing is really 

helpful when you are feeling confused 

and frustrated. Being there for peers 

who are in the same position is also re-

ally important to me.”

Sheila and Caleb both place a lot of 

emphasis on their faith to help them 

through the nausea, mood swings and 

significant challenges involved in the 

daily treatments. Today’s line-up brings 

us to the hospital for chemotherapy.

Caleb takes charge from the moment 

he walks through the hospital doors. 

When waiting to receive treatment 

takes over an hour, Caleb becomes  

anxious about missing school, even 

though the schedule is arranged to  

accommodate the ever-changing 

schedules of the students. 

“I want my chemo,” he calls out, amaz-

ing me.

A straight-A student back home,  

Caleb wishes he had more school each 

day than the two hours the hospital 

provides. In fact, when asked what he 

misses most about home besides his 

family and pets, he answers unequivo-

cally, “I miss playing outside with my 

friends, and I really miss school.”

I get the sense of the kind of student 

Caleb is by watching him take respon-

sibility for his chemo session. As the 

nurse approaches, Caleb reaches inside 

his shirt and readies the permanent 

portal for receiving the medicine. More 

impressive still, he remains pleasant 

throughout the delay, talking about his 

dog, his leopard gecko and occasionally 

Kaitlyn, his fourteen-year old sister. 

“His attitude has always been wonder-

ful,” Sheila says. “He is one of those kids 

who takes genuine pleasure in being 

friendly and helpful. Phil Smart wrote 

a book about volunteering at Children’s 

Hospital called “Angels Among Us”; Ca-

leb is one of those angels.”

“It isn’t always easy,” she continues. 

“Caleb is an outdoors kid and for six 

months he has been mostly inside. The 

Ronald McDonald House makes it a lot 

easier, with the play spaces, the the-

ater, the chance for kids and parents to 

spend time with peers. We are lucky to 

be here, if you know what I mean.”

Sheila, a positive and empathetic 

parent, never anticipated she would 

be 700 miles from home from Thanks-

giving (she had the turkey in the car 

when she learned that they were be-

ing transported to Seattle) until Eas-

ter. Sheila dismisses references to her 

own strength and her ability to live in 

the shadow of her son’s leukemia. Her 

commitment, however, seems nothing 

short of heroic.

Caleb likes the Ronald McDonald 

House, meeting the sports stars he idol-

izes, seeing movies in the theater, and 

getting to know new kids, especially 

ones from Montana. He continues to 

smile through the hardest of times.

“Being here has been more good than 

bad,” he notes remarkably, “but shots 

and surgery suck.”

Spending the day with Caleb, it is easy 

to envision him back at Children’s Hos-

pital one day, wearing a white lab coat, 

being addressed as Doctor Carroll. 

Of course, becoming a doctor will 

have to wait. Caleb still has his foot-

ball career as a University of Montana 

Grizzly to concentrate on for now. I am 

confident his greatest fans, Sheila and 

Dwayne Carroll, will be there to cheer 

him every step of his way.  HC2006
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