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Introduction: Buckle Up, You’re in for a Ride

If you’ve picked up this book, I need you to do one thing before we proceed—buckle up. Not metaphorically. Picture yourself fastening the seatbelt on an old wooden roller coaster—the kind that creaks when it climbs and roars when it drops. That’s what you’re getting into with The Mayor Tales.

This is not your typical collection of tidy political stories told from behind a polished desk. This is the ride through real life—the good, the bad, the funny, and the flat-out unbelievable. You’ll laugh at the people and moments of my life. You’ll cry at the stories of community, family, and loss. You’ll feel joy at the victories that almost didn’t happen—and maybe a little anger at the messy mistakes I made along the way.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that leadership, much like life itself, doesn’t come with neatly written chapters or perfect endings. It comes with hard days, sleepless nights, and a deep desire to leave something better than you found it.

You’ll meet the characters that made my journey unforgettable—neighbors who became kings and queens of their own small kingdoms, folks who doubted me, encouraged me, and sometimes both in the same breath. And somewhere along the way, you might just see a little of yourself on these pages—because the struggles of leadership, family, and faith aren’t confined to city halls or campaign trails. They’re the stories of everyday people trying to do their best in a complicated world.

Each chapter holds the truth that I had to learn the hard way. Some of them came wrapped in laughter; others arrived with tears and bruises. But all of them are real. And my promise to you is simple—no filters, no political polish, no pretending to be perfect—just the truth, as I lived it.

So, take a deep breath. Grip the sides of your seat. This ride climbs high and drops fast, but by the end, you’ll understand why I believe every twist and turn was worth it.

Let’s take this journey together. Tale by tale. Story by story. Lesson by lesson.

Welcome to The Mayor Tales.

​

​Life Lesson #1 – Think Before You Act

They say parents raise you, but grandparents shape you.

If that’s true, then my grandfather, Maston “Mac” Lee, was the original architect of my thinking — sometimes with a hammer, sometimes with a story, and now and then with a look that could stop a tractor in its tracks.

I called him Deddy.

And yes, that’s spelled correctly — D-E-D-D-Y. I can still hear his deep, gravelly voice answer, “Yeah, son?” every time I called his name. But behind his back, everybody in the county called him Mac Lee. You didn’t just say it — you nodded with it.

Mac Lee.

Now, Mac Lee wasn’t a man who raised his voice much, but he didn’t have to. He had what I like to call “country authority.” That’s when you can make an entire child rethink their life choices with one eyebrow raise and a tap of the belt buckle.

He made me think since I was knee-high to a butter bean. And that was a challenge because, believe it or not, I didn’t talk much as a kid. (That’ll surprise the folks who know me now — because I sure made up for lost time later.)  But back then, I was quiet. Observant. My family probably thought I was slow, bless their hearts. They used to whisper like I couldn’t hear, saying, “He just doesn’t talk much.”

Truth was, I was thinking.

Still am.

One afternoon, Deddy and I sat on the tailgate of his old pickup truck — the one that smelled like gas, tobacco, and history. It was warm outside, that kind of lazy heat that made the air shimmer and the dogs too tired to bark. Across the yard stood this tall telephone pole with a row of birdhouses at the top. Deddy had built it himself, proud as if he’d constructed the Empire State Building.

Now, in the middle of that pole sat a shiny sheet of metal about five feet wide. It caught the sunlight like a mirror every time the wind shifted. Mac Lee looked at me and said,


“Boy, let me tell you something about those birdhouses.”



He went on to explain that for the first two years after he built them, not one single bird took up residence. Houses stayed vacant. Then he had an idea — he wrapped that piece of metal around the pole — and the very next year? Birdhouses are full. Birds are everywhere. 

Then he looked at me with that slow, serious grin of his and asked one simple question:


“Why, son? Why do you think that is?”



Now... I am five years old.

And my first thought — which, thank the good Lord, I didn’t say out loud — was, "You’re the adult, Deddy. Why are you asking me? If you just figured this out, I definitely don’t know the answer.”

But Deddy wasn’t the type you’d smart-mouth, not unless you wanted to sit funny for the next week.

So, I sat there on that tailgate, my legs swinging, trying to think. He didn’t give me hints. I didn’t say a word. Just leaned back on his elbows like a man who had all day.

Minutes turned into hours, or at least it felt like it. Then the smell of my grandmother’s biscuits floated out of the kitchen window. Now you must understand — when my grandmother started baking biscuits, that meant the rest of the meal was already done. That was the final call on the dinner train.

So now I’m panicking, thinking about those biscuits, fried chicken, and butter beans on the table, and here I am sitting on a truck trying to solve a riddle I did not sign up for.

Right when I was ready to surrender to hunger, Missy — our old gray cat — hopped up onto the tailgate and crawled into my lap, purring like she knew something I didn’t. I looked at her, looked at the pole, and suddenly, it hit me.

I blurted out,


“You put the metal on the pole, so the cat won’t climb it and eat the birds!”



For the first time that day, Mac Lee slapped his knee, laughed, and said,


“That’s right, son! That’s right! Now let’s go eat!”



In that moment, I wasn’t just proud that I got the answer — I was proud that I thought before I spoke. That was Lesson Number One, and it stayed with me my whole life:


“Think before you act.”



Because in life — and especially in leadership — you’ll meet a lot of cats like Missy. Some will smile and purr while they’re plotting to climb your pole and get to something they don’t deserve. It’s up to you to figure out how to wrap that metal around your peace before it’s too late.

Mac Lee taught me more than how to keep birds safe — he taught me how to build boundaries, how to protect what’s worth keeping, and how to think things through even when you’re hungry for results.

That day on the tailgate, I didn’t just learn how to save birds.

I learned how to save myself from the hungry cats of life.

That was my first lesson I learned.

And Deddy was right:

Sometimes, before you can eat your biscuits,

You’ve got to sit still and think.

​Reflection

Years later, sitting behind the mayor’s desk in a small Southern town, I thought a lot about that metal on the pole. Every council meeting, every rumor, every whisper that carried my name — it was like watching those same cats trying to climb my peace. Back then, I realized that being a leader wasn’t about who could shout the loudest; it was about who could think the clearest.

Mac Lee’s lesson was never just about birds — it was about protection. Protecting ideas. Protecting purpose. Protecting the faith to stand still while everyone else claws at your pole, trying to shake you loose.

Sometimes I wondered if Lake View ever understood that the “metal” I wrapped around my leadership wasn’t pride or ego — it was wisdom. It was survival.

So even now, when I look back over all the noise, the gossip, the ghosts, and the council meetings that felt more like courtroom trials, I remember that little boy on the tailgate who learned his first real lesson before dinner.

And I hear Mac Lee’s voice, patient as always, saying:


“That’s right, son. That’s right. Now let’s eat.”



Let’s stttart from the bbbegggining: Challenges

That’s not a mistake. That’s exactly how I remember my childhood—stuck in the first few letters of so many words, like my mouth was always two steps behind my brain. I’m getting a little emotional as I write this. I’ve only told this story twice in my entire life, both times at schools in October 2024, trying to encourage kids to overcome their challenges. My wife, my kids, and my best friends don’t even know this story.

This is tough......................................................................................................................................................................................ok...I’m ready.

As long as I can remember, I’ve always had a stuttering problem. I remember being as young as 3 years old and barely being able to get a word out. Sentences felt like mountains. Simple words felt like heavy weights I had to lift with my tongue.

My mother would always say, “Take your time, Sterling.” She was very patient with me, and I could tell she tried her best to hide her frustration. She wasn’t perfect, but she was present—and that mattered.

But then there were other voices. Family members (I’m not calling any names) who would say things like:


●  “Uh oh...Sterling trying to say something...”

●  “Get it out, Sterling...”



Or they would just go ahead and finish my sentences for me, like life was a game of “Guess What Sterling’s Trying to Say.”

I honestly don’t think they meant any harm. They probably thought they were helping or being funny. But years of that slowly carved away at me. I became self-conscious. Shame grew where confidence should have been.

And I began to shut down...

...and no one noticed.

No one.

I talked less. I only spoke when I was spoken to. My vocabulary outside my own head was mostly:


●  “Hello.”

●  “Bye.”

●  And my all-time favorite line: “I want something to eat!”



(Interesting how hunger overpowered fear—food will do that to you.)

Most of the time I played games by myself or worked with my grandfather, Mac Lee, around the house. I loved being with him because he didn’t require words from me. He just needed hands that would work and a mind that would pay attention. We didn’t talk much, but we understood each other.

With him, silence didn’t feel like a problem. It felt like peace.

​Kindergarten: Hiding in Plain Sight

Then came kindergarten—5K.  It’s time to enter the official world of school, crayons, naps, and comparison.

I took a few skills tests and did fine. I barely said anything to anyone, but my test scores spoke loudly enough to get me placed in the higher section: the class with Linda Ann Spivey and Debbie Page.

When the teacher called roll, everyone was supposed to say, “Present.” This sounds simple, right? Not for me. “P” and “Pr” might as well have been brick walls. So, while everyone else said “Present,” I said “Here.”

Short. Safe. No cliffs in that word.

No one noticed. No one asked, “Why does he say ‘Here’ every day instead of ‘Present’?”

When it came to written tests, I did very well. Kindergarten, for me, was easy.


●  Say “here.”

●  Go outside and play.

●  Write your name.

●  Know and write your alphabet.



No long sentences. No reading out loud. No public stumbles.

Easy.

​First Grade: The Verse That Broke Me Open

Then came 1st grade. Time to learn how to read.

Reading itself was not a problem. Reading out loud was the problem. Major problem.

My 1st grade teacher was Mrs. Bobbie Cooke—one of my favorites. Things went smoothly at first. I flew under the radar: smart on paper, quiet in person. The perfect recipe for being misunderstood.

Then, as Christmas approached, the entire class was assigned to read Luke 2 out loud. Verse by verse. Row by row. Nobody escapes.

We went down the row, each student reading their verse. My turn was verse #7:

“Aaaannnnnd Sh...sh...sh.....she b b br br...”

It was like my tongue slammed into a wall. Over and over.

Then came the reaction.

The laughter.

The murmuring.

The whispers that weren’t really whispers:


●  “He can’t read.”

●  “He’s slow.”

●  “He’s stupid.”



To them, it was one ugly moment in a day full of 6-year-old drama.

To me, it was an earthquake.

Every time it was my turn to read after that, the same thing happened: my mouth froze, my brain raced, my heart sank, and the class reacted. It felt like being trapped in a glass box—everyone looking, no one understanding.

This routine lasted for the rest of the year.

I remained quiet.

In their eyes, I remained “slow.”

No one connected the dots between my silence and my test scores.

On to 2nd grade.

​Second Grade: Someone Finally Sees

My 2nd-grade teacher was Mrs. Nancy Rogers. She was the first one to notice something wasn’t adding up.

Whenever it was my turn to read out loud, the class choir would chime in:

“He can’t read!”

But this time, the teacher didn’t just let it slide.

She said, “Yes, he can, because he is one of the top test scorers.”

Right there, she did something powerful: she separated my ability from my struggle. She didn’t let my stutter rewrite my intelligence.

She pulled me to the side one day and asked why I didn’t talk in class. I just shook my head; my eyes pointed to the floor. I was embarrassed.

At that point in my life, I would rather people think I was dumb and stupid than hear me struggle through a sentence. That’s how deep the shame ran. Silence had become my shield.

At the end of the year, we took something called the BSAP test. If you’re 40 or older, you know exactly what I’m talking about.

I scored one of the highest in my class.

Now the whispers changed tune:

“How can someone like him make such a high score?”

“Someone like him.”

The invisible label was thick. On paper, I was gifted. Out loud, I was broken. People didn’t know what to do with that combination.

​Third Grade: Raising My Hand for Help

I moved on to 3rd grade. My teacher: Ms. Carol Rogers—another one of my favorites. She was sharp. Observant. The kind of teacher who actually saw her students, not just their grades.

During the first week of class, we were introduced to our new speech therapist, Mrs. Karen Middleton. She came in and announced:

“Ms. Carol, two students were referred to see me: Brandon Carmichael and Ambrose Johnson.”

(Sorry, fellas...you’re in this story forever now...lol.)

When I heard that, I said to myself, WHAT ABOUT ME??!!

Now, to be fair:


●  Brandon was legit. He needed help. Not as bad as I did, but he needed it. We’re first cousins, so I started wondering if this thing ran in the family.

●  Ambrose, on the other hand? He was fine. Smooth.  He didn’t have a speech problem at all. To this day, I think he just wanted a field trip out of class.



Then something in me rose. After years of being silent, something pushed through fear.
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