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My journey to find out more about me and my family began in late July of 2004, not quite the 

peak of the summer heat but still warm enough outside to keep the air conditioning on. It took 

two days of driving from Virginia to reach Center, Texas located just 35 miles west of Shreveport, 

Louisiana. 

My purpose for going to this nondescript little town with red clay country roads and flashing 

yellow traffic lights was to find the only place in the world I knew my great-grandfather Rev. 

T.J. Alexander would be. T.J. is my mother’s paternal grandfather and I had come to know him 

28 years earlier when I was in the 7th grade and only because our history teacher assigned a 

family tree project. I did not know much about my family then because my parents moved away 

from their hometowns long before I was born. My mother didn’t know much about her family 

either, at least not beyond her father so asking her to fill in the missing limbs on our tree was not 

useful, but there was someone else that could answer my questions: Cousin Bea. My mother told 

me to call Cousin Bea because she was the family historian. I did not know Cousin Bea well, in 

fact, I did not know her at all. She lived in Los Angeles, but she would drive down to San Diego 

to spend the summer at my best friend Bonnie’s just five houses down from us.  Her huge RV 

was a sore spot for those of us who liked to play in the street because we always had to navigate 

around her aging monstrosity. At the time, I had no idea that she was a relative, like a close 

relative, but when I found out how she was related to our family, it always seemed strange to me 

that Bea would visit Bonnie’s house every summer for the whole summer but would never visit 

with my mother—her first cousin. None of that really mattered more than the fact that I hated 

talking to old people. They scared me. And besides, they always had to start their conversation 

with an anecdote; a clever little ruse to occupy their time and mine so they could brag about their 

conversations later on with their friends. I wanted an A on the project so I could slack off at the 

end of the school year so I did it—I called her just to get it over with. 

 

“Cousin Bea? This is Paula… Whimpy’s daughter.” “Oh, yesssss, I know you. How’s 
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Whimp?” 

“She’s fine. How are you?” 

“Gurrrl…if I were any luckier, I’d be rich!” 

Here we go with the cutesy little sayings. Dreading the long and winding road of storytelling, I 

only hoped that it didn’t take long for her to tell me what I needed to know so I could still go 

outside and play. I pressed forward with the conversation: 

“Cousin Bea…I have to do a family tree project for class and my 

Mother said you would be able to help me.” 

“Oh, okay. Let me get The Book. Hold on a minute.” 

Excuse me? There’s a book? Somebody actually wrote a book about our family? Cool. This is 

going to be an easy A…yes! My mind began to drift as I waited for Cousin Bea to come back to 

the phone. I sure hope they don’t start the game... I could hear myself saying aloud before Cousin 

Bea interrupted my sentence, 

“Okay, I’m back. There was Thornton Alexander Sr., and he had seven kids and one of 

them was T.J. Jr., and T.J. had William and Thornton and Thornton had…” 

“Excuse me, Cousin Bea, who is T.J.?” 

“That’s the same as Thornton James,” she said with measured patience. She went on, 

“Now T.J. married Rena, who was my grandmother and they had Lenora, who had 

me.” 

Cousin Bea was quite proud that she could draw down the family information from her book, 

which turned out to be a family Bible.  I, on the other hand, could not grasp the concept of her 

generational iterations between all the Thornton’s, T.J.’s and juniors. She had to repeat the tree to me 

three times—and each time her voice grew in frustration that I wasn’t catching on to the nomenclature. 

Sensing that I was not as smart as she was, I pretended to understand the information but I didn’t, even 

though I wrote it down exactly as she said. This T.J. character was the bane of my existence. Thornton 

James was the repetitive name that went from one generation to the next, sometimes skipping one or 

two or the random abbreviation first and middle name that confused me. I was only twelve trying to 

understand grown-up stuff, for goodness sakes. Twenty-eight years later, I found myself twenty miles 

outside of Center, Texas in hopes of finding the burial site of that last iteration of T.J. Alexander. I 

was in Center with no cell phone signal. Actually, I did have a signal but it was analog.  Analog: the 

equivalent of dial-up Internet. I thought after 9/11 the U.S. government required digital service in 

every corner of the U.S., maybe in every corner except the Center. 

 


