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• Victim of 
early childhood. 
trauma excels 
despite belief 
he vvouldn't live 
By DAVIPCAsstEVIENS 
FORT WOR,1'WSTAR·TELEGRAM 

MelonieCasterknows she 
will become emotional' today 
when 'her "son steps onto the 
field at Cowboys Stadium. 

Her~.yes welled ill.'antici­
pation ofthatmornent. 

"For 16 years'.. . "the 
mother said. " ' 

~]aster .pausetl...2-,and" gave 
a·httlesmile-"as the words 
backed up inherthroat. 

"For 16 years I've been 
told, 'He'llnever' •.. 'Hecan't' 
... 'Hewon:t:'" 

.Yet each day, ,each year, 
wI<t~each life-affirniing 
aChIevement, theN.orth Texas 
tee~ager.keeps proving oth­
erWIse. . 

As an infant, Trae Caster 
:vas vi,0lently shaken by a 
oaby sItter and leftwithce­
rebralpalsy, impaIred vision 
:?d lifelonglearriing disabili­
LIes. Now he's a sophomore 
at Trinity HighSchoolhlEu­

~ less,\'lhichopens its football 
season this morning against a 
teamfrom Utah. 

.Trae, dressed ,in a black 
umform, willpenormas a 
member of his high sChool 
marching band. ' 

Trae's vision, his mother 
said, "comes and goes,." He 
struggles. to form words and 
walks wIth an uneven gait. 
But the slender youth clutch­
ing a pair ofdrumsticks is no 
l~ssa part of the Trinity band 
than any of its other members 
- a fact that underscores the 
school's mission statement. 

n
 

"We ...strive to educate 
respect and recognize all stu~ 
dents," it reads in part. 

Band director Mario Casa­
nova said he had no qualms

I about inviting .. Trae to make 
,mus.iCw".ith oth.. er s.tudents. 

"We don't know what TraeI, can or. can't do," Casanova 
I said. "He do~sn!tevenknow. 

But whate,:,erhe can do, more 
power to ,him. He·lovesmu­
s~c. And he's having a great 
time." 

lragicday 
!twas a Tllesday in March 

I


1993. ". ...,
 

Trae'smotherwas·at work
 
when she received a phone
 
call at noon.
 

Her baby Sitter, a licensed
 
.caregiver,saidsh~had been
 

,feeding l1~week~old Trae
 
I wh~nhestopped breathing.
 
jThesittercalled9I1.A heli­

I copter rushed the infant to
 
I .Cook Children's Meflical Ceil;
 

tel' in Fort Worth.
 
. .Whe~ . Meloriie. arrived,
 

r !rae- hIS head swollen - lay
I mthe emergency·ioom.
 
I The. baby had retinal hem"
 
I orrhaglngand was having a
 
i grand mal seizure.
 

The frightened 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 orhave other 
problems,inc1udingperma­
n~nt brain,damage,paralysis, 
b~md~~~s, deafness, learning 
.dlsablhttes :and . behavioral 
difficulties. 

Two days later a neurolo­
gisttdld Melonie and her 
h:tsbandthatthey facedaqe­
clsion. Their-baby, they were 
told,wasin pain and dyill!}. 
Thepar~nts\\,:re •urged'to 
consider taking Trae off'the 
ventilator.. 

Pl~nswere inade to un­
hookt).le9hild from 1ife sup; 
port af6a;m:' ., 
. Thern;other,her heattach­
mg, held her baby all,night; 

After· the machine was 
turned off, Trae gasped for 
breath. .He was.putback 
ont).leventilator -and was 
weaned off over time: A doce 

tor told Melonie that h~r 
son probaDlywouldri't live a 
year. The infant remained in 
the hospital for fhreemonfhs 
while his parents livedthclr 
own nightmare under adoud 
of suspieion. 

i:~oom~;~!\]an advocate 
, During a .civil hearing to 
['erminate the couple's paren­
tal rights to! 1'rae, the baby sit­
ter said that. she had Shaken 
the child while tryina to·re.-,·

• '~',.' _. .,0
SUscltate11im. She walkedout 
of the courtroom and never 
faced a criminalchatge. 

On C?rfstmasDay,shortly 
b.efore hiS thirdbirthday,Trae 
fmally tookhis first steps. 

"Doctors told we he was 
going to make it," Melonie 
said. "That's when ithit me. 
The person that did· this to 
him was still walking the 
street." 

Melonie sent ·her····sori'~ 
medical records tospecialisfS 
who told her that the sever" 
ity offheinjuriesilldicated 
that'Traehad beensnakell 
and thrown againsf'a'wall or 
pieceoffurniture.Slle'todk 
her .findings to(the'Ta~rallt 
Countts'District:kttorriey/& 
Office only to dearnthat the' 
three-yearstatua' o['limifa­
tionsforinjury to achildhatl 
expired.' 

A'statelaw' pr&tectedthe 
person who may have abused 
her'son; . 

"That'swhey.I deCided I 
had to do something;" 

She became her son's ad­
vocate.In 2001Melonieap: 
peared beforethe state Senate 
Criminal JusticeComniittee. 
Her testimony led to Trae's 
Law - legislation that ex­
tended the statute pflimita­
tionsfor injury to a child 
disabled or elderly,perso~ 
toW years; Thatis the same 
time afforded forprosecufing 
sexualabuse of a child. 

Gov. Rick Perry appointed 
her to the Texas Coundlfor 
Develqpmental Disabilities; 

Today, she passionately 
urges other parents ·of .chiF 
dren with disabilities toedu­
cate themselves. 

"They need to know that 
their child can sit ina (regu­
lar) c1assroom,"·shesaid, her 
voice rising. "When' profes­
sionalssay their child can't 
be in the choir or they don't 
deserve a spot in fhe band 
"'h . ' 
L ey can stand up and say, 
'Yes they ceUI.' That is their 
legal righL" 
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Melanie Caster is a graduate of Family to Family Network's 
leadership & advocacy training program. 




