
By KARI HASKELL  
Dorothy Tanksley, 68, has not slept in a bed since 2004 because of 
back problems. A maroon reclining chair in her living room, a gift 
from her daughter, serves as a bed. The lever provides the extra 
boost she needs to get up and into her wheelchair. 

“I hurt most of the time, 24-7,” Ms. Tanksley said recently at her 
home in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. “I take all kinds of things,” 
she said, rattling off a pharmacy list: over-the-counter pain medica-
tions and prescriptions that include 
insulin for her diabetes and medication 
for high blood pressure, glaucoma and 
high cholesterol.  

“I just bear with it,” she said, rub-
bing her arthritis-swollen hands. 

One remedy for the pain is los-
ing herself in a game of cards with her 
grandsons, Rahsuni Simmons, 14, and 
Marvin Simmons, 11. The boys are the 
children of her third son, David, who, 
she says, “is getting his life on track” 
after serving time in prison. Ms. Tanks-
ley received full custody two years ago, 
having fostering them for several years 
after the Administration for Children’s Services took them away 
from their mother. 

“I just love them,” she said. 
For them, she conserves her energy to stand on her feet, though 

bent over and with a cane, cooking the Southern recipes she learned 
to prepare as a child. She knows her infirmities worry the boys, but 
she tries not to be a burden to them. 

“I don’t want them to go through what I went through,” she said, 
referring to her difficult childhood in the South. 

She lived with a great-grandmother, a blind grandmother and 
her younger brother and sister in a tiny, primitive house on a former 
plantation in McBean, Ga., which is little more than a crossroads 
near Augusta. While her brother and sister worked in the fields, she 
fetched water from a pump and collected wood for the stove, she 

said. She was not only her grandmother’s eyes, but also her nurse 
— injecting her insulin shots twice a day for diabetes. “We did what 
we had to do,” she said. 

From McBean, by way of Savannah, she arrived in New York at 
age 19, on the arm of Leroy Owens. 

She had six children with Mr. Owens, who died in 1972, and 
worked as a home health aide until the car accident in 1994 that left 
her disabled. In 1997, she became a foster mother to her grandsons. 

The two boys live with her and 
her daughter, April Owens, in a duplex 
apartment among a long row of drab, 
low-rise buildings. Her income does 
not allow for more than the basics. She 
receives $744 a month in Social Secu-
rity, $196 per month in food stamps, and 
an additional $218 per month in public 
assistance for each child. Ms. Owens, 
42, contributes to the $700 rent; $200 of 
which is subsidized. 

Assistance from the Administra-
tion for Children’s Services and the       
WeCARE program at the Brooklyn 
Bureau of Community Service has been 

a huge help, she said. The Bureau is one of the seven agencies sup-
ported by The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund. 

Children’s Services provides Ms. Tanksley assistance in the 
home and tutoring for the boys. Marvin has learning delays and 
requires help with reading and homework, she said. 

As the temperature dropped this fall, the Brooklyn Bureau was 
able to step in with $485.53 from the Neediest Cases Fund for shoes, 
pants, shirts and coats. 

“I really appreciate it so much; I really do,” Ms. Tanksley said. 
She says she knows that many older people look forward to life 

without the responsibility of children. But she would not have it any 
other way. 

“I am here for them,” she said. “I pray that I get to see them get 
older.”  
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