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READERS LOVE THIS BOOK

“In this aching, honest, and moving account of coming to terms with his son’s Asperger diagnosis, Ron Fournier speaks to every parent who has struggled with not only accepting but embracing his or her child’s differences. Quite frankly, that is every one of us. To varying degrees we all have two children; the one we hoped for and the one we have. It is the latter that is the blessing. Love That Boy reminds us not to be preoccupied with weaknesses but to look for strengths. Ultimately, Fournier sees clearly, without projection or intruding narcissism, the gift that he has been given in his quirky, whip-smart, and unforgettable son Ty. A brave and beautiful recounting.”

—MADELINE LEVINE, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE PRICE OF PRIVILEGE AND TEACH YOUR CHILDREN WELL

“This illuminating and touching book gives us the great gift of letting us know and appreciate the Asperger’s world of young Tyler Fournier, who steals scenes from presidents while teaching his parents and all of us what is important in life.”

—DAVID MARANISS, PULITZER PRIZE–WINNING AUTHOR OF ONCE IN A GREAT CITY: A DETROIT STORY

“Ron Fournier has done a masterful job capturing the troubles and triumphs of parenting. That we—as parents and caring adults—too often superimpose our own needs and aspirations on the children we love is an important theme in this must-read new book. It is a moving tale of fatherhood and of coming to terms with a more enlightened definition of perfect.”

—STEPHEN GRAY WALLACE, PRESIDENT AND DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR ADOLESCENT RESEARCH AND EDUCATION (CARE)

“There’s no magic wand that can make the challenges of parenting disappear, but having the courage to talk honestly about them may be the next best thing. This is a candid look at raising an atypical child. Ron Fournier leads by example, digging through expectations and ego to lay bare what it means to love a child unconditionally.”

—OLIVIA MORGAN, MANAGING EDITOR, THE SHRIVER REPORT; MEMBER OF THE BOARD, NEW ENGLAND CENTER FOR CHILDREN

“Ron Fournier’s deeply personal account of the frustrations and celebrations that go along with raising a special child is deeply moving. As the proud father of an Asperger’s child, Ron’s heartfelt work inspired me as much as I know it will inspire you.”

—JOE SCARBOROUGH, NBC NEWS SENIOR POLITICAL ANALYST AND HOST OF MORNING JOE

“American presidents have the honor of meeting Tyler Fournier in this lovely, intimate, and inspiring book by his father, which has so much to teach all parents, sons, and daughters.”

—MICHAEL BESCHLOSS

“Love That Boy captures both the fears and gifts of fatherhood and writes about it with honest, selfless clarity. This book is a joy to read and should be required for all new dads . . . Really.”

—JIM GAFFIGAN, COMEDIAN AND AUTHOR OF DAD IS FAT

“Ron Fournier and his son Tyler are partners on an eye-opening road trip to the crossroads of love and humanity. Along the way, they meet Bill Clinton and George Bush; but the real reward for readers from his being on the road with his dad is that we meet Tyler, a young man with Asperger’s and a heart as big as the country.”

—MIKE BARNICLE, JOURNALIST AND MSNBC NEWS ANALYST
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To mothers and fathers, and to their children who are greater than any dream, especially:

Ron and Flo

Holly, Gabrielle, and Tyler

Above all, Lori




INTRODUCTION

Washington, D.C.—Our noses almost touched the wall. Tall, white, and seamless, it was the only thing standing between us and the president of the United States. “Stay right there,” a White House aide told my wife and three children. “The president will be with you in a minute.” Suddenly the wall opened; it was a hidden door to the Oval Office. “Come on in, Fournier!” shouted George W. Bush from behind his desk. “Who ya dragging in?”

It was my last day covering the White House for the Associated Press, and this April 2003 visit was a courtesy that presidents traditionally afford departing correspondents. I introduced my wife, Lori, and two daughters, Holly and Gabrielle, before turning to their younger brother, 5-year-old Tyler.

“Where’s Barney?” my son shouted.

The five of us stood in front of Bush’s desk, which, like everything else about the Oval Office, had a history. One of the most famous pictures of the Kennedy era, taken a few weeks before the president’s assassination, captured John F. Kennedy Jr. playing at his father’s feet beneath the same desk, which the younger JFK considered to be his secret clubhouse.

Behind Bush, outside broad southern windows, sat a tiny black dog—its back to the Oval Office and its eyes fixed on the street beyond the White House fence.

Getting up to shake hands, the president blocked Tyler’s view of the windows. “Where’s Barney?” Tyler shouted again, in a voice so inappropriately loud and demanding that I jumped slightly.

Bush smiled and nodded—first to an aide and then to the lawn. “He’s coming. He’s right there. He likes to sit out there.”

Tyler launched into a one-sided conversation, firing off one choppy phrase after another with machine-gun delivery. “Scottish terriers are called scotties, they originated from Scotland, they can be traced back to a single female named Splinter II, President Roosevelt had one, he called it Fala. Dad says he kept him in the office down there when he was swimming, there’s one in Monopoly, my favorite is the car…”

Tyler stopped when the Scottish terrier scampered into the room and started sniffing the guests. “Watch out!” Bush laughed. “He’s a guard dog.”

“Barney!” Tyler yelled. “Barney!”

I cringed. Tyler was a loving, charming, and brilliant boy—he had a photographic memory—but he was somehow different. His voice was jarringly deep and loud for a kid his age. He fixated on topics, like presidential history and animals. He was, in a word, quirky. But the president was enchanted. He laughed, listened, and asked Tyler several questions about dogs before gathering us together for photos.

“Look at your shoes,” Bush told Tyler while putting a hand on my boy’s shoulder and steering him toward the photographer. “They’re ugly. Just like your dad’s.” Tyler’s head rocked back in laughter, and his right foot kicked out; his whole body shook.

A few minutes later we were walking out of the Oval Office when Bush grabbed me by the elbow. “Love that boy,” he said, holding my eyes. I thought I understood what he meant.

I didn’t.

It took me years to understand.
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A parent’s love is unconditional. A parent’s satisfaction comes with caveats. This is an important distinction: You love your kids no matter what, but you expect them to be something—smart or popular or successful, maybe a scholarship athlete who marries well and runs the family business.

These expectations often are older than the kids they define. I know a couple in Maryland who decorated their unborn daughter’s pink room with stencils and statues of ballerinas. A Pennsylvania homemaker tied a string to a bride-and-groom cake topper and hung the faux happy couple from the mobile in her girl’s nursery. Big dreams, early pressure—like the Virginia firefighter who put a red light and ladder on his son’s crib. “He may not be born yet,” the fireman told me, “but I know he’s going into his daddy’s line of work.”

When a woman is pregnant, we say she is expecting. Expecting a baby and filling with expectations. Log on to any mommy website and witness the longing. “At this point, I don’t have any concrete expectations on him,” a soon-to-be Midwest mother told me at WhatToExpect.com, before contradicting herself in the next keystrokes: “We expect him to be involved with music one way or another since both of us were, and his dad still performs with the local symphonies.” Parenthood is a paradox. “We all want the same thing from our kids,” the Virginia fireman said, “that perfect boy or girl.”

Parenthood is the last chance to be the person we hoped to be. We want to get it right. We want it to be perfect, and that’s the problem. It’s a hard slog between aspiration and realization. Most of us lurch between the dark and the light, between seething with injustice that Junior and Jane didn’t follow the “right” path (ours) or get what they deserve, and chastising ourselves for the demands we make.

On one hand, we know our kids can’t be perfect. But we don’t accept it. The definition just might apply: “Having all the required or desirable elements, qualities, or characteristics; as good as it is possible to be.” From their first breath—if not sooner—our dreams for our children are at least in the ballpark of perfect, because great grades, championship trophies, lots of friends, and professional success lead to happiness, right?

Actually, no. When a parent’s expectations come from the wrong place and are pressed into service of the wrong goals, kids get hurt. I discovered this late in my job as a father.

—

I am a journalist who has covered or overseen coverage of the White House and national politics since 1993, an ego-inflating career that I often put ahead of my wife and kids. Lori and I met at the University of Detroit, married a year after graduation, and quickly started our family. Holly was born in 1988, followed by Gabrielle almost four years later, and Tyler five years after that. While Tyler was a bright, funny, and loving boy, he was not exactly what I envisioned in a son: He hated sports, which I loved, and he was socially awkward, which made me uncomfortable.

All good things in my life start with Lori, including the story behind this story. Tyler was 12 years old and I was consumed by the 2010 congressional elections when Lori became hooked on a new NBC drama called Parenthood. It featured a large and loving extended family of Bravermans, including a boy named Max who had Asperger’s syndrome, a mild form of autism. Max frequently lost his temper, rarely made friends, and fixated on insects. His parents, Adam and Kristina, ricocheted between pride and fear. While they recognized Max was gifted in his own ways—he was brilliant and preternaturally genuine—they couldn’t escape the fact that he was a social misfit.

From the first episode, Lori recognized Tyler in Max—and cried. While our son’s issues weren’t as severe as Max’s, Lori now realized that Tyler’s social awkwardness was more than a phase. He wasn’t just quirky. His fixations weren’t just cute; they were a clue. His grades had fallen. Classmates teased him. He had no friends except for boys on the block, who didn’t play with Tyler as much as they tolerated him. Lori thought, He’s not going to outgrow it. She watched three more episodes by herself, not wanting to share her fears with me, because I might confirm them. Instead, she kept telling herself, I don’t want him to be autistic.

Max’s parents hired an Asperger’s specialist, who patiently taught the teenager how to start and maintain conversations, how to feign interest in others’ interests, and why basic hygiene is important. Lori realized Tyler might benefit from a specialist’s help, too. That’s when she told me to watch Parenthood. Sitting alone at my computer until 3:00 a.m., catching up on a half season of episodes, I saw what Lori saw. I wept with fear. Also relief: At least now we knew what we were dealing with.

The first specialist Lori hired was Dr. Mittie T. Quinn, a psychologist specializing in psychoeducational testing, in McLean, Virginia. “Your boy is fascinating for somebody like me,” she said. Dr. Quinn sat on a high-backed chair across from her office sofa, where Lori and I nervously held hands. An unfinished puzzle sat on the floor next to a worn wooden train with its locomotive missing. “He’s got all kinds of stuff going on. But he’s just a charming, charming kid.”

I pulled a pen and pad out of my computer bag; 25 years as a reporter in Arkansas and Washington, and I had never been so anxious to record a conversation.

“Attention: His internal motor revs so much faster than normal….I’d hate to see what he’s like when he’s off the attention-deficit medicine. My heart goes out to him because he’s such a bright kid….This makes him impulsive. He can’t help but blurt things out….Don’t yell at him.” (WE YELL!)

“Intelligence: Even with impulse and distraction issues, Tyler is unusually bright….He’s a sponge….His IQ measured at 110–120. If we could factor out the attention issues, potentially he’d be far, far above 130.” (CAN WE EVER FACTOR OUT?)

“Executive functioning: Handwriting bad…Hard time shifting tasks. Timed tasks freak him out….He’s a big-picture guy who can figure out the meaning of things by the context….Clumsy movement…Severe fine-motor issues.” (NO SPORTS?)

“Social/emotional: Spectrum disorder. Twirls hair, flaps his arms…Tyler feels for the world. He is empathetic. He loves people but can’t easily put himself in people’s shoes….Can’t pick up social clues, facial clues…Can’t step outside himself and see how world hears him…Tyler fits pretty classically the Asperger’s piece.” (???)

Looking up from my notes, I asked, “What’s Asperger’s?”

“High-functioning autism,” Dr. Quinn said, “but don’t worry.”

Don’t worry. You just told me my son is autistic, but don’t worry. You slapped a label on our negligence—all the signs we missed or ignored over the years: clumsy, impulsive, loud, and no social graces—but don’t worry. Don’t yell at him? Yelling is one of my most reliable parenting tools! My mind raced: What’s with the severe motor issues?

“Does that explain why he’s so bad at sports?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Quinn said, “and it probably explains why he doesn’t like them.”

Having turned her diagnosis into a scouting report, I now felt the warm flush of guilt rise in my face. I had entered fatherhood assuming the only way I could connect with Tyler—the only way I could be a good dad—was to play sports with him, like my father had with me.

While I focused on my shattered dreams, Lori asked the right question, “So what do we do?”

—

If Tyler is the protagonist of this story, Lori is the hero. It was her idea to send Tyler and me on the road together after his diagnosis. We needed to bond, she said, and Tyler needed real-world experience to learn how to socialize. The trips would augment the training that Tyler would now get in school and through a team of therapists Lori was putting together. She had long since abandoned her career to raise our kids.

One of Tyler’s obsessions was history, and my job was covering the U.S. presidency. This made Lori’s first decision an easy one. From the moment we walked out of Dr. Quinn’s office, she knew the destinations of our trips: the homes and libraries of past presidents—Washington, Adams, Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Ford, for starters. Lori even urged me to try to arrange visits with Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush. I thought she was joking: That’ll never happen. But she was dead damn serious, telling me, “You can use a job that took you away from Tyler to help him now.”

Lori told me to take notes on the trips. She told me to write a magazine article about them, then this book, so that Tyler would forever remember how much we loved him. But first I had to learn to love my boy for who he was, rather than what I wanted him to be.

The history junkie in me thought I might even learn something about parenting from the founding fathers, most of whom did a lousy job with their children. I admire Tyler’s favorite president, Theodore Roosevelt, for the way he struggled to temper his expectations. Writing weekly to each of his absent children, Teddy bared guilt, angst, and love in a passive-aggressive voice you might find familiar. “I am entirely satisfied with your standing, both in your studies and in athletics,” Roosevelt wrote his eldest son, Ted junior, on May 7, 1901. “I want you to do well in your sports, and I want even more to have you do well with your books; but I do not expect you to stand first in either, if so to stand could cause you to overwork and hurt your health.”

—

These dreams we have for our kids come from many places. The first place is found within every parent. Think back to when you started to seriously consider having kids. Why did you want to be a mom or dad? Did you want to love somebody else, or did you want somebody else to love you? Did you want to create a new life, or improve yours? Did you want to contribute to a new generation, or did you want to help shape one? Cynthia Edwards, a developmental psychologist at Meredith College, in Raleigh, North Carolina, calls these the fundamental questions of parenthood. Most mothers and fathers, if they’re being honest with themselves, “discover that they became a parent for a combination of selfless and selfish reasons,” she said. “We’re all, at some level, compensating.”

The original sin of parenting is the baggage we drag into it. Each of us, every mother and father, was once an awkward kid chasing daydreams across the years. Then life interrupted our hunt. None of us is a Disney princess or a superhero. Our families don’t resolve their conflicts playfully and prayerfully around a noisy dinner table in exactly 60 minutes. We’re not all pro athletes, Ivy League graduates, and Nobel Prize winners. We didn’t take over Dad’s company or inherit Mom’s grace on the gymnastics mat. We’re too tall or too short, too fat or too skinny, and more mediocre than we had hoped we’d be. We rush into parenthood just in time to compensate for our shortcomings.

We send out our children not as they are but as we think they should be. And, oh, the props: contact lenses, braces, acne cures, and designer clothes…prescription drugs, therapists, beach weeks, and tutors…SAT prep, sports trainers, internships, and summers abroad. Some parents hit the DNA jackpot and their kids meet or exceed their wildest dreams. For most of us that doesn’t happen. Most of us are average, and we raise average kids. They ride the bench, worship Star Trek, develop paunches, or grow hair in odd places. Mothers and fathers don’t want to admit they’re raising ugly or awkward ducklings. Rather than accepting these gifts—our brilliantly unique children—we reshape them.

I know a mother and father on the West Coast who never got over their high school A-list envy. They spent thousands of dollars on pictures for their daughter Sandra’s senior year, come-hither shots by a professional photographer, and thousands more on a prom dress and senior trip, all despite the fact that the father was out of work and borrowing money from family. After graduation, Sandra lost her motivation, lost contact with her friends, dropped out of college, and forever pined for the past. “She peaked in high school,” her aunt told me.

We project so much upon our kids in part because we pour so much into them. Starting in the early 20th century, when a child’s role in the family shifted from economic necessity (working on farms and in factories) to economic burden (thanks to laws against child labor), parents looked to their progeny for emotional affirmation. Modern parents fret and sweat and regret over their children to the extent that they become, as Carl Honoré wrote in Under Pressure, “an extension of the parental ego—a mini-me to eulogize around the water cooler or on Web sites.”

I plead guilty to the mini-me mind-set. Years ago, a colleague reminded me that Take Your Child to Work Day was coming up. “Are you bringing Tyler?” she asked. “I’ve heard so much about him.”

“He can’t get out of school,” I lied. The truth was, I worried that his social awkwardness would be embarrassing.

—

The pressure is also external. For instance, popular culture is a conveyer belt of expectations. Movies, television, books, magazines, advertisements, and websites—so many websites!—portray parenting as a high-stakes competition for bright, gorgeous, athletic, rich, happy, polite, funny, charismatic kids, packaged and assembled by The Perfect Parents.

If you owned a TV in the last few years, surely you saw Gerber’s life insurance ad. It featured several young couples seated around a table, drinking coffee and chatting. “So, has anybody actually started saving for college yet?” one man asks the other couples. Cue parental anxiety about education, personal finances, and the economy. The ad drove me nuts. First, it induced pangs of guilt about the little planning Lori and I had done for our kids’ futures. Hey, honey! Do we have insurance for the kids? College plans? Friends who like coffee? Second, it angered me, because life as a parent is fretful enough without a multinational company preying on your fears. The ad’s subtext is clear: If you bring your newborn home from the hospital without a college fund, you suck as a parent.

The more I thought about the ad—and the millions of messages like it coursing throughout popular culture—the more I saw the trap set for our kids: Outsizing expectations is big business in America. You’re going to college, kid, and it better be a damn good one. We got a Gerber Life College Plan!

Even when popular culture and commercialization get it right, the scripts put our lives to shame. There’s a scene from Parenthood in which Max’s father explains how he adjusted to the boy’s insect fixation. “I wish that he had been more into baseball than bugs. But that’s not how it turned out,” Adam Braverman told his brother, a new father. “So now I’m into bugs.” How many parents watched that scene and asked themselves: Why can’t I be more like Adam? Other than me, I mean.

There is another major source of parental expectations. Dreaming big is how mothers and fathers seize control from chaos, which is the essential ingredient of parenting these days. An unforgiving global economy and the Great Recession are punishing families, and kids today arguably have the worst economic prospects of any generation in eight decades. Even more, communication technologies expose them to the darkest corners of humanity. The Internet and ubiquitous media hasten children into adulthood with images that glorify sexual promiscuity, violence, commercialism, greed, and vanity.

This is a scary time to raise kids, and with that anxiety comes the temptation to smother our children in expectations. “Contemporary hyper-parenting is a true product of our times,” wrote authors Alvin Rosenfeld and Nicole Wise in The Overscheduled Child. Edwards, a child development professional and the mother of two young children, said she should know better—and yet she heard “the clock ticking,” her ambitions roiling, from the first day of her pregnancy. “It’s sort of natural, though damaging, to put enormous pressure on these kids before we send them out into this world,” Edwards said, “and to demand perfection almost from day one.” Before day one, actually.

Heidi Murkoff’s book What to Expect When You’re Expecting is considered the pregnancy bible, a global blockbuster that, according to her website, spawned a series of books “to help guide parents through preconception, pregnancy, parenting, and beyond.” Soon-to-be mothers and fathers can register at Murkoff’s site and get updates to help track their baby’s progress, gain access to message boards where hand-wringing parents trade advice, and receive e-coupons for diapers, vitamins, educational software, and other products appealing to parental palpitations.

If expectations are a trap, whattoexpect.com is honey bait. An interactive graphic on its homepage allows parents to toggle along a timeline from “One Week Pregnant” to “3rd Year” and compare their child’s progress to the site’s expectations. Underlying each how-to story is an unspoken critique.


• 5 Weeks Pregnant: “How Big Is Your Baby?” (Translation: Your baby looks sort of small. Is it okay?)

• 10 Weeks Pregnant: “Ways to Nurture Your Relationship.” (You need to get along better with your kid!)

• 17 Weeks Pregnant: “What Your Baby Can Do This Week.” (What’s your baby not doing? There might be something wrong!)

• 39 Weeks Pregnant: “Prepping for Childhood.” (Dear Lord, you’re not ready to be a mom!)



The Internet is awash in the business of bearing perfect babies. Ads and ad-supported content nag parents: Play music near the womb (classical, not country), talk to him (soothing tones, adult words), read to her (the classics, ideally), touch the mother’s belly and feed her lots of omega-3 fatty acids. One article had 25 tips so contradictory and complicated that my stomach hurt by the time I got to this nugget: “Stay relaxed and stress-free.”

Relax. It might help to realize we’re not the first generation of parents to raise kids in scary times. To pick a period in history, the late 1800s and early 1900s presented parents with challenges that echo ours. First, wrenching economic change (from a farm-based economy to an industrial



—
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