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    For Tate, who never let go of my hand.

For Chase, the bravest boy I know.

And for Blayze — my son, my heartbreak, my hope.

We never stopped. We never will.
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A note on privacy: Throughout this book, only first names are used, and some names have been changed. Specific clinicians, facilities, hospitals, and locations have been kept deliberately general to protect the privacy of my children, my family, and the professionals involved. The story, however, is entirely true.

— — —
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A Note Before We Begin

[image: ]




There is a song that found me at exactly the right moment. A song about a crossroads, about a soul standing between two roads and having to choose. About what it costs when you choose the wrong one.

I don't know how to explain what happened the first time I heard it. Something connected in me. Not gently — sharply, like recognition. Like someone had reached inside my chest and named something I hadn't been able to name myself.

We were still in Cape Town when I found it. Everything was overwhelming. So busy. So rushed. So fast and intense and competitive and loud. Blayze's situation was escalating. The system was failing us. Our family was bending under the weight of something nobody around us could fully see or understand. And Tate and I were standing at what felt like a complete split in the world — a place where every road led somewhere different and we had no idea which one to take.

And then I heard the song.

It is about a crossroads. About a figure who stands at a fork in the road and is offered a choice — the dark road, the one that gives you what you want right now, the one that feels powerful and familiar and immediate. Or the other road. The harder one. The one that costs you something.

In the song, the figure signs. He takes the dark road. He gets what he wanted — for a moment. And then comes the weight of what that choice costs.

I heard it and I thought of Blayze.

Because that is exactly where he is. At a crossroads. At twelve years old, on the edge of becoming whoever he is going to be for the rest of his life. And the dark road — the one where instant gratification wins, where impulse overrides consequence, where his own desires come before everything and everyone else — that road is the one he already knows. It is familiar to him. Comfortable. He has been walking it for years.

Signing with the devil, in Blayze's world, looks like this: choosing the screen over the conversation. Choosing the lie over the truth. Choosing the moment of power over the relationship. Choosing himself — always, reflexively, without considering the cost to anyone else. It gives him something in the instant. And it costs him everything in the long run.

And the question that sits in the centre of this book — the one I have been circling since the first page — is this:

Can we get him to the crossroads in time? Can we put the right people, the right structure, the right understanding around him before he signs? Before the pattern becomes so entrenched that the other road disappears entirely?

I do not know the answer. I have sat with that question in the dark more times than I can count. I have asked it of psychiatrists and psychologists and social workers and God and myself. I have asked it on the days when Blayze has been gentle and funny and almost reachable. And I have asked it on the days when I have looked into his eyes and not found him there at all.

What I know is this: the song ends with the signing. But Blayze's story has not ended yet. He is twelve years old. He is standing at the crossroads, not past it. And everything — the Germany trip, the assessment, the placement, the therapy, the flat on the farm, the locked doors at night, the twelve years of fighting — all of it is an attempt to stand at that crossroads with him and point to the other road.

This one. Please. Choose this one.

I want this song at the beginning of this book because I want Blayze to hear it one day. When he is ready. When he is older and able to sit with what it means. I want him to understand that this was the moment — this period, these years — where the road divided. And I want him to know that his mother stood at that fork and refused to stop pointing.

Even when she was afraid. Even when she couldn't see him. Even when she didn't know if it was enough.

She kept pointing.

This song — wherever you find it — is the heartbeat of everything that follows.

— — —
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Introduction — The Crossroads
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I need to tell you something before I tell you anything else.

I am writing this book at the hardest moment of my life as a mother. Not because my son has been diagnosed with multiple conditions. Not because we have spent years fighting systems, schools, therapists, and a world that was never built for a child like him. I am writing this at the hardest moment because right now, today, I am standing at a crossroads that no mother should ever have to stand at — and I am being asked to make a choice that will break my heart either way.

His name is Blayze. And he is mine. Every impossible, beautiful, terrifying piece of him.

Here is something most people don't understand about a child like Blayze — and something I didn't fully understand myself for years. He has both disabilities and disorders. And those two things are not the same. They do not sit quietly side by side. They pull in opposite directions. They overlap in ways that contradict each other, cancel each other out, and create chaos inside one small person who has no framework to make sense of any of it.

His disabilities — Autism, Sensory Processing Disorder, Amplified Musculoskeletal Pain Syndrome, Juvenile Arthritis — are things that happen to him. Things his body and brain experience that he did not choose and cannot control. They make the world harder to live in. They make ordinary things — a loud room, a scratchy fabric, a PE lesson, a change in routine — feel unbearable. They deserve compassion. They deserve accommodation. They deserve patience.

His disorders tell a different story — and they arrived in layers, one after another, each one a door closing a little further on the life we had hoped for him. Here is the timeline as it actually unfolded:

Age 5 — ADHD

The inability to focus, to sit still, to regulate his impulses. The beginning of a very long road.

Age 6 — Sensory Processing Disorder

His nervous system seeking intense input — deep pressure, crashing, pushing — that most children receive passively. His body demanding from the world what it could not give itself.

Age 8 — Autism Spectrum Disorder (Asperger's — Level 1)

The diagnosis that reframed everything. The eye contact. The rigidity. The social struggles. Suddenly named. Finally real.

Age 10 — Amplified Musculoskeletal Pain Syndrome (AMPS) and Juvenile Arthritis

Age 11 — PDA (Pathological Demand Avoidance), Bipolar Disorder and Epilepsy

Added after a clinic admission. Two more labels. Still not the full picture.

Age 12 — Suspected Conduct Disorder

Identified. Still awaiting formal confirmation at the time of writing. The assessment we have been fighting for will, we hope, finally give us the complete picture.

Each diagnosis arrived separately. Each one added a layer. None of them, on their own, told the full story. And now, as we approach the assessment that may finally see him completely — there is also a question hanging over the autism diagnosis itself. Whether what presented as ASD was always ASD, or whether it was the personality disorder wearing a different face. We do not know yet. But we are close, finally, to finding out.

And then — underneath all of it, woven through everything — the possibility of a personality disorder. Named by my therapist in our first appointment. Not yet formally confirmed. But the piece that, when it was said out loud, made everything else finally make sense.

— — —

[image: ]


What Suspected Conduct Disorder Really Means

Conduct Disorder is not a bad attitude. It is not the result of bad parenting. It is not something that can be fixed with firmer boundaries or a better reward chart or a different school. It is a serious, clinically recognised condition in which a child persistently violates the rights of others and the rules of the world around them — not because they choose to, but because the part of the brain that governs empathy, remorse, and consequence does not work the way it does in most people.

Children with Conduct Disorder — particularly those with what clinicians call callous-unemotional traits — experience the world without the emotional guardrails the rest of us take for granted. They do not automatically feel bad when they hurt someone. They do not instinctively care about another person's pain. They are not wired for the guilt that stops most of us from crossing certain lines. This is not cruelty. It is neurology.

For Blayze, this means that the emotions the rest of us feel naturally — empathy, joy for others, genuine love that exists outside of his own needs, remorse after causing harm — are things he has to think about rather than feel. He watches other people. He studies what feelings look like. He learns what to say. And he says it. He is extraordinarily intelligent — intelligent enough to have made it to twelve years old before this diagnosis was named. But underneath the intelligence, underneath the watching and the learning and the saying of the right things — the feeling isn't there. Not the way it is for you and me.

He has lost so much to this disorder. He has lost the ability to simply love without calculation. To feel joy that isn't about him. To care about Chase's pain without immediately thinking about what it means for his own position. To receive love and let it land, fully, without analysing what it costs him. He has lost the ordinary emotional life that most of us live without even noticing we have it.

And the cruelest part is — he knows. He knows something is different. He hates who he is. He hates that he can't feel what other people feel. He tries. He genuinely tries. He says the right things. He performs the right emotions. And sometimes, in quiet moments, you can see him watching someone else experience something — a laugh, a cry, a moment of connection — and you can see him trying to understand what that must feel like from the inside.

He is not a monster. He is a boy trapped inside a mind that will not give him what he needs to live in this world the way the rest of us live in it. And that — that is the tragedy of Conduct Disorder that no one talks about. Not just what it does to the family around the child. What it does to the child himself.

— — —
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The System That Failed Him

I have asked myself — and I have asked every doctor, every therapist, every specialist I have ever sat across a table from — how did we get to twelve years old before anyone named this?

Hundreds of thousands of rands. Years of appointments. Driving. Waiting. Sitting in rooms. Filling in forms. Begging. Pleading. Saying please help me, something is wrong, I know something is wrong, can someone please tell me what I am looking at. More medications. Different medications. More assessments. Different schools. More waiting lists. More referrals.

And what did we get? Meds. And then more meds. And then different meds.

Was it the doctors who failed him? The teachers who saw him every day and didn't connect the dots? The system that is so underfunded, so overstretched, so ill-equipped to handle children who don't fit neatly into one box — that it kept giving us pieces of the picture without ever standing back to show us the whole?

I don't know. I genuinely don't know. What I know is that the system failed my son. A child with an extraordinarily high intelligence — intelligent enough to mask, to perform, to say exactly the right thing at exactly the right moment — slipped through every net that was supposed to catch him. For twelve years.

And the cost of that failure is not just financial, though the financial cost has been devastating. The cost is twelve years of a child not getting what he actually needed. Twelve years of the wrong interventions. Twelve years of a family trying to solve a puzzle with half the pieces missing.

I am not writing this to be angry — though I am angry. I am writing this so that the next parent, sitting in the next waiting room, with the next child who doesn't fit — pushes harder. Questions more. Demands better. Because the system will not do it for you. You have to fight. And you have to keep fighting even when you are exhausted, even when you have nothing left, even when you are sitting in a car park outside a hospital at 10pm wondering how you are going to do this for one more day.

You fight because your child cannot fight for themselves. That is what parents of these children do. That is what we have always done.

Imagine living inside that. Imagine being Blayze — a child whose disabilities make the world painful and overwhelming, while his disorders push him to respond to that pain in ways that isolate him further, hurt the people he loves, and make it harder for anyone to help him. He is not one thing. He is many things at once, all of them real, all of them in conflict, none of them his fault.

This is what makes raising him the hardest thing Tate and I have ever done. And this is what I want you to understand before you read a single word of his story.

— — —
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Because here is the truth that we have had to face, slowly, painfully, over a very long time: we have reached a point as a family where we no longer fit anywhere. Not in social circles. Not in schools. Not in communities. Not in the ordinary shape of a life that other families seem to slot into so easily. Every door has, one by one, quietly closed.

So we did what we had to do. We packed up everything we own and we moved to the Garden Route. To reset. To breathe. To try to start over, all four of us, together — away from the judgment, away from the noise, away from the weight of always being the family that couldn't quite make it work anywhere else.
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