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To my late father, Conroy Vance, and all the men who have struggled in silence while doing their best to live their lives out loud… let the light of your journeys be a rainbow of hope for others seeking to find their way.

—Courtney B. Vance

To my late father, Warren E. Smith, MD, the first man I loved who fiercely and without restraint loved me in return—protected by his unapologetic and uncompromising Black, brilliant, brave, and bold self, body, mind, and spirit… paying and paving the way for the fullest expression of the same DNA manifestation in me. To Damian, my only brother, who, in layered complexity, colored outside the lines in a world designed to cage his soul’s elegant Black body, brain, and burden.

—Dr. Robin L. Smith
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Introduction

While we need and seek solace in our bleakest moments, times of crisis can also push us to search for solutions. Along the way, the stars might fully align, bringing together a rare connection and partnership in which both individuals are driven by a similar and divine sense of urgency, compassion, and purpose. That’s how this book came to be.

Courtney is no stranger to loss. When his father died by suicide, it shattered his heart and cracked his world open, launching him on his own mental health journey. Then, three decades later, it happened again. This time, it was his twenty-three-year-old godson who took his life. Courtney realized that he couldn’t just look inward, working on himself in solitude. Black boys and men were suffering. Black boys and men were dying. He decided to share his personal struggles to show his brothers that there is no shame in hurting and no shame in healing, and that when you hurt or heal, you’re not alone. No matter what you’re going through, there are ways to regain your footing and create a life that is gratifying, honorable, and full.

Meanwhile, I have spent decades giving guidance to those navigating through trauma, or who are simply trying to be better partners, parents, and friends, all while riding life’s myriad ups and downs. As I write these words, I consider how things have come full circle; my doctoral dissertation was entitled, “The Effects of Black Manhood Training on Adolescent African American Males.” Throughout my career, I have been advocating for the inner and the outward empowerment of Black boys and girls long before it was fashionable. I’ve worked with youth and staff in the criminal justice system to further the health, wellness, and liberation of all parties trying to navigate systemic oppression and marginalization.

And yet what draws me to this work goes deeper than my professional training and practice. I am also a daughter, a sister, and a partner of Black men, and my learnings come, in part, from what I’ve witnessed and experienced living while Black within my family, in my skin, and the world.

When Courtney and I met a few years ago, we immediately began to talk about the alarming rise of suicides in the Black community. We lamented the firehose of negativity that comes at young people through social media. We shared righteous indignation over the effects of a once-in-a-century pandemic, a coarsely divided political culture, and a seemingly never-ending series of killings of Black men by police that were leaving so many anxious, depressed, hopeless, afraid, heartsick, and angry.

We ache for these men and their families. We ache for our society and our nation, which seem to be more lost with each day. We ache for ourselves, and our own families and communities around the diaspora who were very much impacted by chattel slavery, and which continues today.

The Invisible Ache is a first-step strategic response to the trauma that haunts so many Black boys and men, and those who love them and who are committed to their overall health and well-being. This book acts as a GPS, guiding Black boys and men toward better overall health and wholeness. Courtney and I see ourselves as first responders on the scene of crimes against the humanity and dignity of Black boys and men; The Invisible Ache offers a safe space to learn about and receive trauma-informed care, information, recovery, and renewal.

In these chapters, Courtney speaks first, mining his life, sharing his own traumas as well as his victories; his journey to prioritize self-care, his experiences in therapy and connecting with a psychologist who helped save his life and future. He speaks about how he learned to sit with loss and uncertainty, waiting for the mud to settle until the water became clear, and how he taught his children about the safe haven that therapy could be.

Building on Courtney’s story, I offer guidance for how you can carve your own path to emotional wellness. You will learn vital questions to ask yourself to gain clarity about what may be hindering your confidence or the ability to attain your goals. You’ll access resources you can tap when you are in distress, and ways you can be a safe sounding board for others, whether it’s a friend, a family member, or a stranger you encounter during your day, who may be in need of help, guidance, or support.

Challenges are an integral part of life’s journey, and to be mentally healthy is a lifelong quest. It is a goal that needs a renewed commitment each and every day. Yet achieving better emotional health is possible, especially when we share our pain and the tools that help us make it through.

Thankfully, in our modern era, the Black community is beginning to dismantle its historic stigma around mental illness and creating initiatives, networks, and organizations that are sources of support for Black men and boys who face an overwhelming onslaught of challenges, from the everyday pressures of school, work, and family, to microaggressions and overt acts of violence and hostility fueled by racism. Amid and despite it all, Black boys and men are reaching for and finding unmitigated joy, truth, and power, from the inside out.

Our hope is that this book becomes your companion, a touchstone and compass you turn to whenever you need it, to offer advice, to mirror your story, and most of all, to constantly remind you that you have a divine right to be fulfilled, happy, and whole. And in those moments when you know of others who may need the help and support, please share with them. Always remember that we are all in this together and that your full humanity is your complete and uncompromising divine and lawful birthright. You are worthy of all goodness, access, liberation, grace, and joy.

You are invited to come on this vital journey. Bring all of you—your wounds and your amazing survival narratives—and trust we will together reclaim for some, and claim anew for others, your power, your purpose, and your praise. As poet Derek Walcott wrote, you will come to “love again the stranger who was yourself.”

There is a way to prevail from racism’s vise grip. We will whisper what is true in safe and sacred spaces, and we will learn and relearn the foundational strategy and tool of telling your story, on the foundation of the West African proverb “The lion’s story can never be known as long as the hunter is the one to tell it.” Together, we will learn the necessity and value of Black boys and men knowing and telling their own story, never again having the hunter plagiarize and perpetuate a lie as the truth.

—Dr. Robin L. Smith







CHAPTER 1

Everybody’s Got Issues


“Papa was like a shadow that was always hanging over me.”

—CORY MAXSON, FENCES


It happened on a Wednesday.

I was costarring in Six Degrees of Separation, and the Vivian Beaumont Theater in Manhattan had been my second home for the last year and a half. I had a matinee that afternoon, another show to do in the evening, and a short break in between to catch my breath.

When the phone rang, I was lying in bed trying to shake off sleep and get my mind ready for my midweek hump. I fumbled for the receiver.

It was my mother calling. She was hysterical.

“Courtney!” she screamed. “It’s your dad! He’s dead!”

I leaped up.

“What?” I asked. “How?”

I was already reeling. But the words she said next nearly knocked me to my knees.

“He shot himself,” she said, her screams lowering to a hush. “I found him. In the TV room.”

There’s no map for where your thoughts go in a moment like that, when you learn someone you can’t imagine life without is now gone, not because he was snatched away by sickness or old age, but because he’d chosen to leave us, by his own hand.

My girlfriend, who’d been lying in bed beside me, sat up, stricken. How did she know? Could she hear my mother screaming? Had I somehow, in the seconds since the phone rang, summoned the strength to tell her the horrible news?

I can’t recall. But I remember the next thought that ran through my mind. Call Stockard.

The wonderful actress Stockard Channing was playing Ouisa Kittredge, the Upper East Side socialite conned by my character, Paul, in Six Degrees. Given the intensity of our experiences doing that show, she was more than a costar. She’d become my comrade in arms.

To play Paul, a young man who insinuated himself into the posh lives of Kittredge and others in her world, I wanted the rhythm of my acting to mirror Paul’s moves. I couldn’t just memorize lines. I needed to scat, to play Paul fast and loose, performing the same way that he lived, improvising tall tales to entertain whoever was in front of him and making up a life as he went along.

Six Degrees had an unusual setup—cast members sat in the front row when they weren’t onstage, allowing them to be a part of the audience. Inevitably, after every show, someone would bound toward me, slapping me on the back and shouting out praise for the great job I’d done. They had no idea that I was terrified by the thought I wasn’t doing Paul justice and was constantly on the verge of walking out the side door and never coming back.

There were some performances where everything came together. I was Paul. Paul was me. His deceptions and antics were as natural as if they’d been my own. Then there were nights where I felt the rhythm but not the words. I’d stand beneath the klieg lights, mouthing in rhythm nothing but gibberish until the words came back.

It took eight months for me to get to the point that I felt truly comfortable on that stage and was no longer clinging to a slippery slope. But once I got it, I was in the zone. It was like that for the other leads—Stockard and John Cunningham, who played Stockard’s husband—as well. Our rhythm had been so hard to find, and our balance was so delicate to maintain, that we made a pact. We’d never take a day off. We’d never leave each other hanging. We’d take the stage together and harmonize every night.

Now my father was dead. I had to call Stockard.

I didn’t have the mental strength to come up with a prelude, so I just blurted it out. “Stockard. My dad shot himself. He’s dead.”

Silence.

“Courtney,” Stockard finally said. “Go home.”

I could barely hear her. I was underwater.

“Courtney?… Courtney!” Stockard yelled. “Go home!”

I snapped out of my daze.

Slowly, my mind turned toward Northwest Detroit, the corner of the city where my parents bought their first house. I began to think about how I needed to get home, to plan a funeral, to take care of my mother.

My girlfriend and I had been together for roughly a decade at that point, studying drama at Yale, then taking our first steps into life as professional actors on the regional stages all over the country, before making it to Manhattan. She’d been my anchor, encouraging and protecting me. I’d never forgotten how she had words with our fellow acting students at Yale when many became resentful of my early success.

So, on the most devastating day of my life, it was she, of course, who got me together. She rubbed my shoulders and took me in her arms, mustering every ounce of energy she could to keep me from crashing and unmooring even more.

I don’t remember the in between, but somehow, we booked a flight for me and I got to LaGuardia Airport. When the taxi pulled up to 15096 Appoline Street, the house where I’d hung Christmas stockings and practiced free throws in the driveway looked unfamiliar. I gazed at the front door, not wanting to imagine what I’d find on the other side.

I was thirty years old, but I felt like a boy suddenly dealing with big man stuff. And the big man I would typically turn to for advice had taken his own life.

Death had come to me just once before, when I was sixteen, when a friend of mine was killed. I can’t remember how he died, only how those who knew him mourned. The musk of roses, the drone of prayers, the quiet sobbing in the back of the packed church. It was the only funeral I’d ever been to.

It was unbelievable that a boy I’d shared jokes with and sat beside in class was now lying in front of me in a casket. When the service was over, I pushed that image way back in my memory. I didn’t have time to waste worrying and reflecting. I had to keep moving forward, I had to keep on achieving, just like my mother and father had taught me to.

For thirty years, I’d been able to avoid the vicissitudes of life, putting all my energy into excelling at school and in my career. From the campus of Country Day, the prestigious prep school in Michigan I started attending in the ninth grade, to the Ivy-shadowed halls of Harvard and Yale, to the cramped, gilded theaters of Broadway, I felt I’d done all that I was supposed to.

It was my sister, Cecilie, who’d struggled as a teenager, battling bouts of depression, even occasionally running away from home before the realization of how harsh life on the streets would be drove her back to our parents’ arms. She’d been the fragile one in the family. Dad, charismatic and wise, was always the voice of calm, the ballast holding us steady.

Yet somehow Dad had been the one to break. The psychologist who would eventually give me counsel, who would help me learn myself and teach me how to sit in silence and wait for the water to clear, gave me the frame through which I could begin to understand the devastating choice he’d made.

It was during a session when, between the notes of sadness, I’d also remembered moments of joy. I told the psychologist how blessed I’d been to be able to act with legends and luminaries like Mary Alice and James Earl Jones.

My therapist looked at me.

“But I’ll bet you never knew that your father was actually the greatest actor you’d ever met,” she said.

I didn’t respond. I had nothing to say.
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I loved my father deeply, but I hardly knew him.

My mother, Leslie, was a Daniels and I took after that side of the family with my round nose and wide eyes. Daddy, sturdy and a few inches shy of six feet, had an angular nose and sharp cheekbones, like a copper-hued Greek statue.

From architecture to politics, there wasn’t a subject Conroy Vance couldn’t talk about. He filled any room he walked into, enchanting you with a smile or a joke, leaving you dizzy as you tried to keep up with his maze of thought. He and my sister would banter back and forth about whatever Walter Cronkite was discussing on the evening news or the front-page headlines in the Detroit Free Press. But I would hold back, too intimidated by Dad’s intellect to ever debate him. I wouldn’t even play chess with him because, though I wanted to learn, I didn’t want to get my behind kicked into oblivion whenever I pulled a chair up to the board.

I’m sure he wanted me to engage, to express myself, but I was afraid to take him on, not because he was condescending or mean but because he seemed invincible. I just wanted to watch, to listen, and to bask in his brilliance.

But there was a time when I did speak up. It is one of my most enduring memories.

I was in high school and my cousin Evie and I were riding back from some errand in Dad’s big sunshine yellow van. The CB radio he loved was crackling, and in between the cryptic jargon that only he and his CB brothers and sisters could understand, Dad asked me a question. Would I go fight in Vietnam?

In 1974, Saigon had yet to fall, and so a war that began five years before I was born was still roaring when I was in high school. More than 58,000 Americans would ultimately lose their lives there, a disproportionate number of them poor and Black.

Typically, I would have mumbled, “I don’t know,” or “I don’t really want to talk about it,” and hoped Dad would shrug and turn his attention back to his radio. But something welled up inside me that day. I wanted to discuss it; I wanted to debate.

Hell no, I didn’t want to go to Vietnam.

“I won’t fight,” I said, finding my voice. “I’m going to college. I’m not risking my life for a war ten thousand miles away.”

It was on.

“You are an American,” he said. “This is about fighting communism and defending democracy. You don’t want to do that?”

“All I know is I don’t want to lose my life before it’s even really started,” I snapped back. “I want to have time to discover what I want to do. That can’t happen if I’m over in Vietnam, dead.”

We pulled up in front of our house, still battling. Evie, sitting in the back seat, said she had to go and hopped out. Soon my mother was knocking on the window, looking at us like we had lost our minds.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“We’re talking,” Dad and I said in unison.

“Well,” she said, shaking her head, “come talk in the house.”

It went on like that for hours, Dad and I jousting and jabbing. We’d finished dinner and the dishes were drying by the sink when Dad and I sat slouched against cushions in the living room, continuing our dissection of foreign policy as we struggled to keep our eyes open. Finally, Mommy had had enough.

“Conroy,” she said, exasperated. “The war will still be going on tomorrow. Let the boy go to bed.”

Reluctantly, Dad and I rose from the couch. We each had one more thing to say.

“I love you, Daddy,” I said before heading upstairs to my room.

“I love you too, Son,” he said, a smile creasing his tired face.

That love, his love, was never in doubt. My sister and I were loved beyond measure, rocked to sleep by it, steeped in it. Our father, however, hadn’t grown up with such comfort.

There was a picture tucked in the back of one of our family albums. It was a photo of my dad taken when he was a little boy living in the foster home where he spent his earliest years. The other children were all pale, probably the offspring of white mothers and Black fathers, dropped off and discarded to keep them hidden from sight. Daddy was the only brown-skinned one in the bunch, part of the group but also apart from it, different and alone.

I was married with two children of my own when I began to unravel the story of my father’s beginnings. My wife, the incredible actress Angela Bassett, and I sat down with the scholar Henry Louis Gates for an episode of his series Finding Your Roots. On the show, Gates unearthed the ancestry of his guests, and for years, actors, musicians, and other celebrities had been discovering the Civil War soldiers, suffragettes, and stowaways who’d been their elders.

When it was my turn, I learned about a girl named Ardella.

When Ardella was fifteen, she delivered a baby boy. At the time, birth certificates noted how many stillbirths the mother had had previously. Ardella’s baby’s certificate said his mother had had six. Six stillbirths. At fifteen. So somebody was messing with that child, raping her, from the time she was nine years old.

This baby boy thankfully would live. She named him Larry. But Ardella, a little Black girl molested since she was in knee socks, a child who’d delivered dead baby after dead baby, had a mind that was all messed up. So they took Larry, her first child to survive, and gave him to her sister to raise. Larry didn’t find out until he was nineteen years old that his mama was really his aunt.

Then, a year or two later, Ardella had another son, Conroy. But there was nobody in the family who could raise him, so he was put in foster care. He eventually was taken in by a couple and found some semblance of a home, but my daddy lived his whole life thinking that his real mama didn’t want him.

When our episode of Finding Your Roots aired, relatives on my father’s side reached out to myself and my sister. During our reunion, we heard stories about how the family sent Ardella to Arkansas to live for a while. When she returned to Chicago, she was older, but time away hadn’t healed her mind. She’d walk around the house talking to herself.

“They took my Conroy,” she’d murmur. “They took my Conroy.”

She was missing her boy. She’d loved him. She’d wanted him. She wanted to know, Where is the boy you took from me? She never would find out.

Ardella and my father were tormented by each other’s absence. My mother told me once how Daddy got a faraway look in his eyes one afternoon when they were driving through Chicago.

“I know this street,” he said, gazing out the window.

“What is it, Conroy?” she asked him. “What’s on your mind?” But he wouldn’t tell her. He kept the haunting to himself, and he carried all that hurt to an early grave.

My daddy ended his life thinking his mama gave him up, that she threw him away. If my father could have just gotten the support he needed to help him hold on a little longer, he would have been reunited with his family. He could have met his brother Larry and his grandchildren who had yet to be born. He would have discovered that his Chicago family had been looking for him all this time, and how happy Ardella, now dead, would have been to know that they’d finally found her boy.

That’s why it’s not our call to take ourselves out. You just don’t know what God has in store for you. But to hold on, you have to learn how to befriend and quiet the ghosts. You need the tools so you can tunnel through the pain, make it out the other side, and thrive.
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Though Six Degrees was an indelible part of my theater career, I’d made my Broadway debut in Fences, the August Wilson play that went on to win a Pulitzer Prize, a bunch of Tony Awards, and got me my first Tony nomination. I was Cory Maxson, the son of a sanitation worker played by James Earl Jones, and Mary Alice was my mother, Rose.

“Papa was a shadow that was always hanging over me,” my character, Cory, said on stage, night after night.

Rose would then put her hand on my shoulder. “That shadow wasn’t nothing but you, growing into yourself,” she said. “You’ve got to take the best of what’s in a person and the rest of it you’ve got to let go. You’ve got to take the best of what was in him and go on with your life.”

It was not the last time my art would mirror my reality. And I would eventually understand that I had to do like Rose said, taking her wisdom to heart.

From the time I was thirteen years old, I was away from home sixteen hours a day. That was the sacrifice for going to Country Day, the prestigious school that transformed my life.

I was getting a first-class education that would pave my path to two of the most highly regarded colleges in the world and enable me to form relationships with students who would grow up to be titans of business and sports. But it meant that when I was home, there was just enough time left to eat, do some homework, and get a few hours of sleep. I was busy achieving, which was what my parents raised me to do. They wanted me to be honored, to be lifted, to do all the things that they, my mother working as a librarian, and my father, a Chrysler benefits administrator, couldn’t.

Like so many of my peers, I was carrying the dreams of all the Black folks who’d endured so much, fighting for respect and just an inkling of an opportunity. Just as I knew to brush my teeth when I woke up in the morning and to say my prayers before I went to bed, I understood that I would need to study and excel in whatever I did. That was how my generation, children handed the torch from parents and grandparents who fled the violence and indignities of the South, were raised.

Work hard, our elders told us. Stay focused. Be disciplined. What are you looking at the floor for? There’s nothing down there. Aim for the sky.

Still, for a long time, I sensed my father was in crisis. though I didn’t know what to do with the knowing.

Daddy kept his hurt to himself. Neither he nor my mother were ones to gripe or complain in front of their children. But there was an unease in the air, hovering in between all the words left unsaid. I would come home from school and Daddy would be downstairs in his office while Mom was upstairs in their bedroom. I would go back and forth between the two of them, trying to be a bridge, trying to mend something I didn’t understand but that I felt was broken all the same.

I think my dad wanted to be an attorney when he was young, but his foster father spent my dad’s tuition money. Dad had to go into the Air Force and rely on the G.I. Bill to help him pay for school. As smart as he was, he was often bored in class and his high school grades were lackluster. I wondered sometimes if he would have tried harder and earned a scholarship if he’d known that the money he assumed would be there for college had been squandered on his foster dad’s new car, a vacation or two or three, and other trivial things that wouldn’t last, and didn’t matter.

However deep that wound, or maybe because of it, Dad determined that it would be different for me. When I went through his things after he died, I learned that his credit cards were maxed out, not a dollar left among them.

But he’d paid off one debt. It was the loan he and my mother took out to pay my way through Harvard.
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My grandfather spent my dad’s tuition money and didn’t leave him anything but bills. But there was one inheritance. Guns. A whole lot of guns.

My mother would complain, saying she couldn’t understand why Dad kept all those damn rifles and pistols. They sat on a shelf in a closet nestled among baseball caps, Christmas decorations, and empty shoeboxes. There wasn’t a need for them. We lived in a safe neighborhood and Daddy didn’t hunt. But he wouldn’t get rid of them. After he killed himself, I understood why.

I now believe that the thought of suicide was planted in my father’s mind as soon as he was old enough to know it was a possibility because he was so scarred by his mother’s absence. And when the idea of taking your life becomes an option, it never leaves you unless you replace that mental loop with something as positive as those life ending thoughts are bleak.

The mind is so fragile. Some people take their pain out on others. Some inflict it all on themselves. Feeling as much pain as he endured in his life, as much loss and longing, it’s a miracle Dad lasted as long as he did. Still, I don’t think there was any one of us, in our family, among my father’s circle of friends, who ever imagined he would take things so far.

When I got the call that my father was dead and I flew home, I found my mother puddled up on the floor. It took a couple days for my sister to get to Michigan, so I nursed Mom’s grief and my own mostly alone. In the coming days, Mommy somehow gathered herself enough to call the funeral director, and during the homegoing ceremony she nodded her head through the hymns and eulogies and picked at her plate during the repast.

After the service was over, I wanted to run back to my life. School had been a gift from my parents, a responsibility I had to fulfill, but it was also my escape, a way to avoid whatever was going on in our home. Now, as I performed on Broadway, my career filled the same void. I wanted to get back to work and push the picture of my father’s casket so deep in my subconscious that I could hardly find it. I was ready to roar through, to rise higher, like I’d always done. Like my parents taught me to.

But where there had been four, there were now just us three. And my mother was ready to teach me something different.

I’d just finished packing my bag for New York when Mom called my sister and me into the living room and asked us to sit down.

“When you both get back home, I want each of you to go to therapy,” she said. “And I’m going to find me someone to talk with too.”

She didn’t want us to keep the pain a secret, not our father’s, not our own.

You don’t want to wait until a tragedy happens to realize you’ve got stuff to get over. It took my father killing himself for me to recognize I had issues. We all do. And we’ve all got to figure out what those issues are, and face them. If we don’t, they will overtake us, stamp out our light, and leave a trail of broken hearts behind. One of those broken hearts will probably be your own.

My old way of coping, the escaping, the not dealing with, the rising above, had gotten me to the age of thirty. But after my mother found my father’s limp body, I learned the old ways had taken me as far as they could. I had to do something different.

I never realized I needed therapy. I didn’t even really know what therapy was. But my mother asked me to get some. And I always did what my mother and father told me.

“Okay, Mommy,” I said. “I’ll get some help.”

But how to begin?
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