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B Victim of

- early childhood.

| trauma excels
despite belief
he wouldn’t live

By DAVID CASSTEVENS

FORT- WORTH'STAR-TELEGRAM .

Melonie Caster knows she
will become emotional today
when 'her :son ‘steps ontothe
field at Cowbeys Stadiush. -

Her eyes welled -in ;a‘ntici‘-
pation of that-moment.

“For: 16 ‘years'..."
mother said. - < .

Caster paused ~> and gave
a little smile'— as the words
backed-up in“her:throat.

T“For 16 years. T've “been
told, “He’llnever’ ... ‘He can t’

" ... ‘Hewon't”” o

Yet each -day, each year,
with -each - life-affirming
achievement, the North Texas
teenager keeps provmg oth-
erwise.

As an infant, Trae Ca.,ter
was violently ‘shaken by ‘a
baby sitter :and left ‘with-ce-
rebral palsy, impairéd vision
and lifelong’learning disabili-
ties. Now he’s .a sophomoré
at Trinity High School inEu-

“iess, which opens its football
season this morning agalnst a
team-from Utah.

Trae, «dressed ina black
uniform, will perform as- a
membet ~of “his htgh school
-marching band.”

Traes vision, his mother
said, “corhes and goes.” He
strugg1e< to-form words and
walks with an uneven gait.
But the slender youth clutch-
ing a pair of drumsticks is no
less a part of the Trinity band
than any of its other members
— a fact that underscores the
school’s mission statement.

e the

“We ... strive to educate,
respect and recogmze ali stu-
dents,” it readsin part.

Band director Mario 'Casa-
nova said he had no qualms
-about inviting Trae to make
music with other students.
“We ‘don’t ‘know what Trae
can’ or can’t -do,” -Casanova
said. “He doesn’t-even kriow.
But whatever ‘he.can: do, more

‘power to him. Heloves mu-

sic. And he’s: havlng a great
time.” -

Tragicday
- Itwasa Tuesday in March
1993,
" Trae’s miother was at work
‘when ‘she received a phone
call at noon.

Her baby sitter, a hcensed

| icaregiver, -said she -had besn

tfeeding 1i-week-old Trae
when he stopped breathing.
~Thesitter called 011. ‘A heli-

_copter trushed the infant to

Cook Children’s Medlcal Cen-
ter in Fort Worth SRR
“When - Melonie - arrived,
Trae — his head swollen — lay
in:the emergency:-roomi,
The baby had retinal hem-
otrhaging-and was having a

- grand:mal seizure.

Thefrightened mother was
ordered to leave the.room.

‘That night ‘an investigator
‘took Melonie aside and told
her that Trae had been shak-
en. Twenty-five to 30 percent
of infants with shaken baby
syndrome die from their in-
juries. Symptoms include sei-
‘zures, comas, vomiting and

breathing difficulties. Those
who survive may live 'in ‘a
vegetative state or have other
-problems,. including perma-

-nent brain damage, paralysis,

blindness, deafness, learning

dtsablhues ;and behav1ora1

difficulties.

Two days later 2 neurolo—
gist t0ld Meélonie and her
husband‘that they faced a de-
cision. Their‘baby, they were
told, was it pain -and dying.
The -parents “were -urged “to
consider- takxng ‘Trae off the
ventilator.

. .Plans were made ‘to un-
hook the-child from 11fe sup-
port at6 am. ¢

" Themother, her Heart ach-
ing; heldher’ baby allnight. -

After ‘the machine was
turned: off, Trae gasped for'
breath. "He was put ‘back
on -the ventilator and was

eaned off over time. A doc-
tor told Melonie that her
son probably -wouldn’t live a
year. The infant remained in
the hospital for three-months
while his“parents lived their
own pightmare under 2 cloud
of suspicion.

~.

to Family Network's

Spcomiag an advocate o
~ During a civil hearing to
barminate thecouple’s paren-.
ral rights tg Trae, the baby sit-
ter said that she had shaken
the child while trying to re-
suscitate bim. She'walked out
of the courtroom and never
faced a criminal charge. -~

On:Christmas Day, shortly
before his third'birthday, Trae
finally took his-first steps. =

“Doctors told me he was
going -to :make it,” Melonie
said. “That's when it hitme,
The person ‘that-did this ‘to

- him was: stlll Walkmg the

street.” -
Melonie sent her sot’s

~ medical records to specialists

who told her that‘the sever-
ity of :the -injuries indicated
that *Trae had "been :shaken
and thrown against'a-wall or
piece ‘of Turniture. She*took
her findings te-the-Tarrant
County’s ~District Attortiey’s
Office only tolearn that the -
~three»year statue” of “limita-
tions-for i 1n1ury toa ch11d had
expired.”

Arstate Iaw protected the
person-who may have abused
herson. - -

“That’s -whey I dec1ded I
haa to do something.” =~ v

She became her son’s ad-
vocaté. In 2001 Melonie .ap-
peared beforethe state'Sendte
Criminal Justice -Committee,
Her testimony -led ‘to Trae’s
Law — legislation that ex-

. tended the statute of limita-

tions for injury to a child,
disabled or elderly ‘person
to 10 years: That is the same
time afforded for prosecuting

sexual abuse of a child. g

Gov. Rick Perry appointed
her to the Texas Council for
Developmental Disabilities. -

Today,- she passionately
urges other parents -of -chil
dren with disabilities to edu—‘
cate themselves.

“They need to know that
their child can sit in a (regu-
lat) classroom,”-she-said, her
voice rising. “When profes-
sionals -say their child can’t
be in the choir or they don’t
deserve a spot in the band,
they can stand up and say,
‘Yes they can.” That is the1r
legal right.”
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