The recent scandal at
Penn State put the
sexual abuse of
children squarely in
the national spotlight
and pulled back

the curtain on a silent
epidemic that has
struck an estimated
one in six African-
American men. As

a young boy, gospel
singer Darwin Hobbs
suffered abuse by

a man he was taught
to trust. He says
hearing his story can
help you safeguard
the children you love

By Jeannine Amber
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COURTESY OF SUBJECT

arwin Hobbs smiles when he talks
about the way he and his wife, Traci, like to watch TV: relaxing
intheirside-by-siderecliners,handsrestingonthe tablebetween
them. “We hold hands,” he says, describing a tableau of matri-
monial contentment. Such was the scene last November, when
the couple heard the news. “The TVwas on mute,” recalls Hobbs,
43.“Traciand Iweretalking, thenInoticed the scrollacrossthe
bottom of the screen saying something about Penn State and
allegationsofchildabuse. That’swhenIturned up the volume.”

On November 5 last year, Jerry Sandusky, a 67-year-old
retired defensive coordinator for the Penn State college football
team,wasarrested and charged with 40 counts of sexually abus-
ing youngboys.Sanduskyhad,accordingtothegrandjuryreport,
targeted childrenfrom The Second Mile, acharity he foundedin
1977 to serve underprivileged and foster children. (In Pennsyl-
vania,African-Americanchildrenare sixtimesmorelikely tobe
infoster care thantheir White counterparts.) The reportstated
thathe groomed the boys for abuse by plyingthem with giftsand
invitingthemonoutings, thenengagingintouchingand “tickling”
thatwould eventuallyescalate to sexual assault.Inaninterview
after his arrest, Sandusky denied the accusations but admitted
to “horsing around” and showering with youngboysin hiscare.

The grand jury report, which was made public in November,
says school employees, including a janitor, had witnessed
Sandusky’s behavior,and in 2002 he was banned from bringing
children onto the Penn State campus. Still, Sandusky continued
to enjoy his reputation as a family man who could be entrusted
with the welfare of children. It was this reputation that gave
Sandusky accessto his prey and shielded him from scrutiny.

Asthenewsunfolded, Darwin Hobbs, with hiswife byhisside,
experienced a cold wave of recognition. Like more than 2 mil-
lion African-American men, Hobbs had been sexuallyabused as
achild. He knows whatitis tofeel alone and helpless and to hold
aterriblesecretforyears. “Iidentified somuchwiththevictims,”
hesays. “Iwasrelivingalot of emotions.” Asmore details of the
scandal emerged and more alleged victims stepped forward (as
of January, Sandusky was set to stand trial on 52 counts of child
sexual abuse, in connection with ten different victims), Hobbs
beganto experience another emotion: He felt vindicated.

For years Hobbs has been speaking about child sex abuse at
churches around the country, sharing his story and offering
training in awareness and prevention through a program run
by the national organization Darkness to Light. Sometimes his
efforts were met with resistance by pastors unwilling to broach
thedifficult subject with their congregations. Now, suddenly, the
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nightly news was filled with reports that a man praised for his
charitable work with kids had targeted those same children for
abuse. Hobbs looked at his wife and slowly exhaled. “Wow,” he
said. “Theywon’tbe able to sweep itunder the ruganymore.”

Hobbsremembershisownhistoryofabuseatthehandsofhis
stepfather, asuccessfulbusinessmanand deacon athis church,
who arrivedin his mother’slife as a “knightinshiningarmor.”
“My mother had been married for 21 years,” says Hobbs, “and
afterherdivorce she was very melancholy. My stepfatherbrought
her such peace.” But for Hobbs, who was 10 years old when his
mother remarried, the tranquility was short-lived. “It was like
standingonthebeachinthe sunshine,” hesays. “Then suddenly
atsunamicomesuponyou.”

Eachmorning Hobbs, the youngestof sixchildreninthefam-
ily, would leave the house for school via a hallway that passed in
frontofhisparents’bedroomdoor. “EverytimeIpassed, ’"d hear
thisrattlingsound,” heremembers. His motherwasat work; only
his stepfather, who worked afternoons, was home. One day the
doorhadbeenleftajar. Hobbs peeked inside. Whathe saw shocked
him. His stepfather lay on the bed, staring at the opposite wall.
Casttherebyacreakyfilmprojectorwereimagesofadultshaving
sex. “I'dnever seenanythinglike thatbefore,” says Hobbs. “Iwas
captivated.” The nextday, whenthe doorwasagain ajar, he snuck
anotherglimpseinside. Onthe thirdday Hobbs’s stepfathersud-
denlyflungopenthedoor.“Whatareyoudoinghere?”hedemanded,
grabbing the child by his arm. “You want to know what it means
tobeaman?'mgonnashowyou.” With that, he pulled aprotest-
ing Hobbsintothebedroom.Ashisstepsonsatontheedge ofthe
bed, eyes glued to the images on the wall, the man unzipped his
pants and masturbated.

It’sdifficultto hearthe details of Hobbs’s abuse. But avoiding
the issue helps perpetrators the most. Child abusers thrivein a
culture of silence, manipulating, molesting and controlling
childrentheyare surewillnevertell. “When Iwasachild, part of
myfearintellingwhathappened withmystepfatherwasIthought
Thadnobusiness evendiscussing the subject,” says Hobbs.

Accordingtothe Centersfor Disease Controland Prevention,
as many as one in four women and one in six men report having
been sexually abused as children. But social worker William
Ford,who counselsbothvictimsandperpetratorsofabuse through
the Brooklyn-based Mustard Seed Licensed Forensic Social
Work Service, thinks the actual rate is higher, especially for
African-Americans. Ford notes that some of our children are at
increased risk due, in part, to the prevalence of single-mother
households in our communities. “It’s not the fault of the single
mother,” emphasizes Ford. “It’s just the circumstancesthatcan
ariseinthatsituation, forinstance,lackofadequate supervision
or boyfriends and stepfathers moving in, which is a huge risk
factor. Some predatorswilllook foramotherwhoisstretched too
thinand gainhertrusttogetaccesstoherchild.”While mothers
mayappreciateamale coach, teacherorministertakinganinter-
estin her child, especially if the father is absent, Ford says it’s
important to be aware of potential grooming. Is this person
buying your child gifts? Is he arranging to be alone with your
child? Is he becoming increasingly generous with you, offering
helpwith child care, finances or special trips?

Anne Lee, founder and former president of Darkness to
Light, says when looking for an after-school or mentoring >
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program foryourchild, it’simpera-
tive to check if the organization
screens employees who work with
children. “Askwhat typesofpolicies
areinplace,”says Lee.“Whatarethe
rulesgoverningone-on-one contact
betweenadultsandchildren? Some-
timeswedon’taskquestionsbecause
we don’t want to offend. But that’s
like playing Russian roulette with
your child.” It’s achance that Black
familiesinparticularcan’taffordto
take.A 2010 studyonchild abuseandneglect,bythe U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, reported that African-
Americanchildrensufferalmosttwice therate ofabuseas White
children,and those wholive with asingle parentand the parent’s
live-in partner are almost 20 times more likely to be victims of
sexual abuse than childrenlivingwith both biological parents.
But Robin Stone, author of No Secrets, No Lies: How Black
Families Can Heal From Sexual Abuse (Broadway Books), says
while studies show children of single mothers and thoselivingin
poverty tobe more at risk, no child isimmune. “Less privileged
childrenmayhavetheirabusedetected bysocial servicesworkers
with whom they are in contact,” says Stone, explaining how
studies can give askewed impression. “But in well-to-do house-
holds—the family on the hill with three cars in the driveway—
sexual abuse can go on for years and nobody would ever know.”

Darwin Hobbs and his wife,
Traci, speak at churches
across the country to help
raise awareness about
child sexual abuse.

ertainly no one suspected Darwin Hobbs’s step-

father of abusing a child. What happened in the

daysand weeks thatfollowed youngHobbs’sintro-

duction to pornography is best understood as a

predator’s cunning play on a boy’s sexual

curiosity. Every morning Hobbs’s stepfather

would invite the child into the room to watch sex films. One day

he motioned to aspot on the bed beside him and told Hobbs, who

wassittinginachairacrosstheroom,tocome over. Hobbswanted

to stayin his chair but says, “I'd been raised to respect adults. If
somebody tells you to do something, you do it, no matter what.”

Ford says he knows of many predators who use pornography

to set children up for abuse. “There’s a physiological response

that the boy is having by viewing these images,” says Ford. “It

“Teach chil-
dren the correct name for their
body parts,” says author Robin
Stone. “You want your child to be
able to say, ‘Somebody touched
my penis,” and not feel as though

PROTECT
YOUR
CHILD

REDUCING THE RISK,
KNOWING THE SIGNS
AND RESPONDING
WELL ARE YOUR BEST
DEFENSE AGAINST
CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE.
HERE ARE TIPS THAT
EVERY PARENT
SHOULD KNOW:

this is something we don’t talk
about.” And while it’s normal for
toddlers to be curious about their
genitals, help them understand
this area is private and it’s “against
the rules” for others to look at,
touch or take pictures of it.
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feelsgoodinawayhe’s never expe-
rienced. The childis overwhelmed
with stimuli and there’s no way he
can anticipate what’s to come.”
Meanwhile, adds Ford, the abuser
is making elaborate justifications.
“Ioftenhearperpetratorssay, Twas
looking at porn, then my stepson
cameintheroom.Heseemedinter-
ested,solaskedifhewantedtosee
more.It’snotlikeIforcedhim.’But
this is how grooming works: Now
the child feelsasthoughhe gothimselfinto the situation, sohe’s
lesslikely toreportthe abuse. It’s the ultimate manipulation.”

Withinweeksofhisfirstvisittohisstepfather’sroom, Hobbs’s
stepfather was ordering the child to perform sex acts. “When I
told him I didn’t want to come into the room, he said, ‘You’re off
Saturdayand Sunday’—when my motherwasn’tworking—‘you’re
not off today.” ” Afterward the stepfather would let Hobbs take
fivedollarsfromhiswallet. Repeatedly Hobbs told his stepfather
that he wanted to stop. The man responded to his pleas with
threats. “He said, “When your mother finds outshe’llhave aheart
attackand die, and everyone’s going to callyouafagand asissy,’ ”
recalls Hobbs. “Ithought, Thisis a mess and it’s all my fault.”

Sexualabusedoesimmeasurabledamagetochildren.Italters
theirunderstanding ofintimacy, theirability totrust, their sense
of power over their own bodies. For Black boys these issues may
be further complicated, says Stone, herself a survivor of abuse.
“Many of the effects of childhood sexual abuse are not different
betweenmalesandfemales,” she notes. “Butboysstruggleespe-
ciallywith concerns abouttheir sexualityand masculinity. And
there is a fear for many of our boys that exposing a history of
sexual abuse willlead people to think that they’re gay.”

Ford of Mustard Seed says he’switnessed adult survivorsact-
ing out sexually in an effort to deal with this anxiety. “I've seen
clientswho feel thatiftheyhave more sexwith more women than
anyoftheirfriends, theyare somehowprovingtheirmasculinity,”
explains Ford. Experts agree that counseling is essential for
recovery, not just for child victims but also for adults with a his-
toryofabuse. “Theimpactofabuse onalO-year-oldisgoingtobe
different than what he experiences as he matures and begins to
have relationships,” says Ford. “We need to help survivors deal

Eighty percent of
sexual abuse occurs when an
adult is alone with a child in
an unsupervised setting.

Anne Lee, founder of Dark-
ness to Light, suggests that
interactions between adults
and children happen in rooms
where the door is left open or in
a place where others can easily
interrupt. “An adult can take a
boy on a walk around the block

if he wants to talk to him pri-
vately,” says Lee. If your child
spends unsupervised time with
an adult, drop in unexpectedly
and check your child’s
demeanor after the visit. Use
your state’s online sex offend-
ers’ registry to do a background
check of people who will be
spending time with your child,
including your new boyfriend.
It’s important to understand
that an abuser can be anyone.
Some men who abuse children
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with the trauma on an ongoing basis, and remind them that as
much asthe perpetrator made themfeelasthough thiswas some-
thing theywentalong with, theydidn’t. They were assaulted.”

Ithough Hobbs hasbeen happily married for
19years, he says asateenagerhe, too, strug-
gled with his sexuality, unsure about what
theyearsofhomosexual contactreallymeant.
“Iwasinaworld of confusion,” he says now.
“I knew my sexual preference was women,
but the abuse made me wonder what I had done to attract a
man. In fact, confusion is putting it lightly.” To deal with the
turmoil Hobbs ate compulsively and developed aweight prob-
lem he still struggles with today. And he began acting out. “I
had huge problems with authority,” herecalls. “Ibecame very
disrespectful toadults. Iwasfighting for powerthat I had lost
at the hands of the abuser.”

By the time Hobbs was 13 he was spending hours every day
trying to figure out a way to get the abuse to end. Eventually he
decided towritealetter, which he slidunder his stepfather’s office
doorinthebasementofthe house. The note said Hobbs was going
togotothepolice. “Itwasn’tthatIthoughttheycoulddoanything,”
Hobbsrecalls. “Iwas just desperate.” The next day when Hobbs
walked by his stepfather’s bedroom, the door remained closed.
“Suddenlyhewaslettingme passeverytime,” Hobbs says. “After
awhile I knewthings were different. That was the end ofit.”

What Hobbs did was highlyunusual, says social worker Ford.
Most children have been so manipulated by their abusers that
they wouldn’t dare confront them. Indeed many African-
Americanboysdon’ttell anyone, sometimes for decades. Part of
thereasonisthesocietal pressuretheyareunderto“manup”and
notappearvulnerable. “One ofthe most powerful thingsamother
cansaytohersonis, ‘You're mychild and I'm here toprotectyou,
soifanything happens to you, you can come to me,’ ” says Stone.
“Itgives them permissiontolet go of that misguided notion that
they’re supposed tobe taking care of themselves.”

Hobbs adds that once we open the lines of communication
with our children, we have a duty to listen, even if we don’t like
what we are hearing. “Sometimes children are trying to set
boundaries for their bodies, but in our culture we don’t allow
that,” he says.“Sowhenwe’releavingafamilyreunionandachild
refuses to give an uncle a kiss, the reaction is often, ‘Girl, you

better get over there and give him ahugand akiss or I'm goingto
spankyou.’ Thenwhathappenswhenyou’renotaroundand Uncle
Lester is approaching little Renee and pushing up against her?
She’s playing back the image of you demanding that she hugand
kisshim.Weneed toallowourchildrentoestablishboundaries.
Ifnot, we are pushing them into the arms of perpetrators.”

obbs kept his abuse a secret from his family for

almost 30 years. When his stepfather died in

2006,hewrote hismotherane-mail telling her

what had happened decades before. Hobbs’s

mothercalledhim cryingwhen she gotthe news.

“She said, I feel terrible that I brought this
personintoourhome, ”herecalls. But Hobbs doesn’tblame his
mother. He understands that, like many people, she assumed a
predator to be a shadowy “Chester the Molester” figure, not
someone you trust—and certainly not the man you live with.
Butaccording to Darkness to Light, 90 percent of perpetrators
are people the child already knows.

Hobbs creditsyears of therapy, lots of prayer and the support
ofhiswifeinhelpinghimdeal with the memoriesthatstillhaunt
him. “Itfollows you fortherest ofyourlife,” hereflects. “I'mvery
nontrusting and canbe very temperamental, and agreat deal of
that my wife has to experience. Maybe if I hadn’t gone through
the abuse, she wouldn’t have to.” Traci, who learned of her hus-
band’sdifficult pastwhen herevealeditin counselingbefore the
couplewed, callsherhusband ahero. “There are not alot of men
willing to admit this happened to them,” she says. “Darwin’s
healingisonestepatatime,onedayatatime,oneissueatatime.
It’saprocess,butwe doittogether.”

InDecember, afterweeks ofwatching coverage of the Sandusky
scandal, Hobbswroteanopenlettertothevictims, praisingthem
for coming forward. “Dear Courageous Souls,” he wrote. “I
applaud you for speaking up about what happened to you. My
prayer is that your lives are healed and cleansed and that the
memories of the past serve only as strength.” Hobbs’s ultimate
goalistomake surethatwhatheand Sandusky’salleged victims
endured need never happentoanotherchild. “Thaveaverydark
past,” he says, “but I shine bright every day. It is only by telling
our stories that we can turn our pain into power.” O

Jeannine Amber is the senior writer for ESSENCE.

show a preference for adult
partners but target children
during times of stress. Also,
keep an eye on older children.
For a third of abused children,
the perpetrator is under 18, so
monitor the time your child
spends with teens.

Warn
children about adults who ask
them to keep “special secrets”
or offer them gifts. Tell them
these adults may mean them

harm and they should tell you
right away. Direct children old
enough to use a computer to
netsmartz.org for information
on Internet safety.

Chil-
dren will often show signs of
distress, such as thumb-
sucking and bed-wetting.
Other symptoms include
nightmares, insomnia, head-
aches, stomachaches and dif-
ficulty swallowing. Investigate

if your young child is display-
ing inappropriate knowledge
of, or interest in, sex or starts
using new language for geni-
tals. Adolescents and teens
struggling with abuse may
engage in self-destructive
behavior, such as cutting,
attempting suicide, excessive

overeating and refusing to eat.

“It’s rare
that children make up allega-
tions of abuse,” says Lee. “If a

child claims abuse, you need
to tell the child you believe him
or her, no matter how crazy
the story sounds.” Assure the
child it wasn’t his or her fault,
then contact a trained profes-
sional. For support, call
Darkness to Light at 866-367-
5444 or Stop It Now! at 888-
773-8368. For more informa-
tion on preventing, identifying
and reacting to child sexual
abuse, visit darkness 2light.org
or stopitnow.org.
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