Melinda Wilson, December 10, 2023 

00:00:00	Andrew Darien

Today's date is December 10th, 2023. My name is Andrew Darien. I'm a Professor of History at Salem State University, and I'm conducting this interview on behalf of the Mass Humanities-funded project: "Through a Rainbow Lens: A Reflection on Lynn's LGBTQ+ History." I have the honor of being joined today by Melinda Wilson.

                
00:00:25	Melinda Wilson

Hello, how are you doing?

                
00:00:28	Andrew Darien

Great. I just want to confirm that I have your permission to record this conversation.

                
00:00:33	Melinda Wilson

You do. You do. You have it.

                
00:00:35	Andrew Darien

Terrific. So we were just talking earlier about your early life, being born in Pittsburgh and growing up in Detroit. Can you say a little bit about your early life?

                
00:00:49	Melinda Wilson

Well, my early life was.....I grew up. I was gay when I was young. My mother caught me behind a couch [with a] little boy. She knew, some kind of way, that it was there, but she couldn't accept it, really, when I was gay. You know? [When] you grow up like that, honey, it's weird. It's strange. But it was a good life. I had a good life. I was trying to change. Me and my brother would buy me basketballs to play with. I would take them out and give them to the boys. It was life like that. I grew up my way. I really didn't come out until after I left and came out in the street. That's when I completely came out. [I was thirteen.] Back then Detroit, Michigan, was rough when I came out. I had to work the streets. I had a rough life coming up. But I'm here and I enjoy it, and I enjoy what I do. I enjoy it. It's an art for me. And whoever does it, it should be an art for everybody. If you're into it, you're into it. If you wanna do this, you wanna do it and make a living out of it, okay? And other than that, I'm just here having a good time. I got a birthday, the 24th coming up, Christmas Eve. I'm a Christmas Eve baby. I'll be.......take a guess.

                
00:02:08	Andrew Darien

I could get in trouble with my guessing!

                
00:02:09	Melinda Wilson

Oh, no, no, no, no, no. Well, you might say that. I'm up there! But, I don't brag about age. I just live my life myself and I enjoy it.

                
00:02:20	Andrew Darien

And it was you, your mom and your brother?

                
00:02:23	Melinda Wilson

No, I have four sisters in between [us]. I'm the baby. I still got a sister older than me, and my brother is still alive. My other three sisters died. They passed away. It's very strange because my mother had them year after year, right behind one another. And then for some reason, I came out later. That's why I'm like [the way]I am, because I got confused on the way out there! But I'm just.....that's how it came up. My brother is the oldest, but I just lost my three sisters. My youngest sister is still alive, and I'm the baby of the family. But we talk every day, me and her back and forth, keeping in touch. It's good to keep in touch with your family. You know I mean? It's good if you have them. If you don't, still keep in touch with some friends. and people that you have. Keep yourself going. Yeah.

                
00:03:10	Andrew Darien

And you mentioned that your mom caught you at a very young age? Do you have an idea—

                
00:03:16	Melinda Wilson

[A] very young age! I can tell you I was.....I had to [have] been a little boy. [I was] running around the house, honey. and the little neighborhood boy.....you know how little kids play with each other, and joke around? That's what she caught me doing. "Watchya doin?" You know how mothers go off. To me, that's the beginning of, for me, my life. That's it. Because you always know, and sometimes...

                
00:03:39	Andrew Darien

Do you remember how you felt when you were caught?

                
00:03:41	Melinda Wilson

Well, I'm a little child. I really couldn't tell you. I thought I was playing. We were playing around, you know what I mean? To see us down there and playing around. I thought that's what I was doing with another boy though, but whatever. That's the way it is. But coming up through high school and all that..yeah. I wasn't what you call 'outburst' gay person. I always kept to myself and looking around, but you can tell I was sort of gay. You can look and see me [that] I was gay. You know what I mean? But I wasn't that kind. I was a closet. I was a 'hide-in-the-corner' kind of gay. I kept it to myself, yeah. I didn't really come out until I hit the streets in Detroit, Michigan. That's when I let it all out. Yeah.

                
00:04:30	Andrew Darien

Around what year was that?

                
00:04:32	Melinda Wilson

Oh, I was in Detroit. Oh my god. Let me tell you, I really....[*laughs*] Well, I know I came here, to Boston, in '78. That's when I first came here to Boston, baby. A friend of mine brought me here from Detroit, Michigan. A friend of mine said, "Come on up here and you'll enjoy it," and when I got here, everybody liked me and she left me here! She got mad and just left me. I thought that was very rude. I said, "It was very wrong. If you're a friend of mine and you invite me somewhere, do not leave like that." I had nowhere to go, no place to live. The only person that opened their heart up to me, at the time, [was] a person I [was] working with, Kara Daniels. She didn't even know me. She said, "You got any place?" I said, "I have no place to go." Do you know there is a God? You know that? It really is, [he'll] help you out. And he opened the door— she opened the door for me.

                
00:05:28	Andrew Darien

How did you meet one another?

                
00:05:30	Melinda Wilson

Well, we met each other at the bar where......Jock's Cabaret, where I started at. That's where we met each other. There. Yeah, for the first time. We got to talking, and [we were] little friend[s] and all that, and that's when she turned around, and she told somebody, she said, "Well, she ain't got no place to live." And they came and told me, people that I met while I was here, and they said, "Well, she said you can [stay with us]." I said, "Who is she? She doesn't know me, and I don't know her." And after that, we hit it off. We're like this now. I've been knowing her for about forty, thirty, thirty five something years by now.

                
00:06:03	Andrew Darien

Were you performing in Detroit before you came here?

                
00:06:05	Melinda Wilson

Yeah. In Detroit, I was doing little improv shows —like you do audition shows, and do it like that. That's how I started off doing it. They have a contest for you to go in, for the first time, and dress up. That's how I did it. I started like that. Yeah.

                
00:06:20	Andrew Darien

I imagine this is something you did on your own?

                
00:06:22	Melinda Wilson

I did it on my own, honey. Yes. I dressed myself up. Back then, it wasn't all this —which I like to do now —but it wasn't all this. It was [a] little eyeliner and eyelashes, and things like that. A wig you find somewhere and put it on, and go on the stage. It's the way when you get on stage. It's the way you carry yourself. It's the way you present yourself.

                
00:06:43	Andrew Darien

Do you remember what it felt like to do your first show?

                
00:06:46	Melinda Wilson

[I] was nervous: out there with people looking at me. Because you wouldn't know whether they would like you or not. You know what I mean? They could tell you to get off the stage or don't do it no more, or whatever. But as far as I'm concerned, as long as you can lip sync and do it perfectly, everybody falls in love with you. And that's how I get my enjoyment. I love it. If you can get out to a lip-sync, and do what you do, and enjoy it. That means everybody will like you too.

                
00:07:13	Andrew Darien

And you talked about coming to Boston in 1978?

                
00:07:15	Melinda Wilson

1978, yeah.

                
00:07:23	Andrew Darien

Was that— Did you spend some time in Boston before you come to Lynn? Or were you always in Boston?

                
00:07:23	Melinda Wilson

No. Yeah, I was living in Boston for a while. Yeah. Then I moved to Lynn/ Yeah. Yeah.

                
00:07:34	Andrew Darien

What is it— what is the gay community like in Detroit in 1978? [Unintelligible]

                
00:07:41	Melinda Wilson

Oh my God. Back then? It was very rough back then, coming up. Because they had strict rules about you going [out and] working the streets. You had to have three pieces of male ID on. You had to have a part of a male's underwear on, and you couldn't have titties, which I got now, but you couldn't have titties, you couldn't have nothing. If you saw the cops coming, you had to undress and make sure you were right. It was something, on streets in Detroit, coming up, honey. I've been raped. I've been cut up. I've been beat up. I've been everything. Yes, it was hard back then. That's me— and I tell the girls now, I try to tell 'em, I said: "Be careful [with] whatever you're doing, honey. Don't take a stranger home unless you know them. Don't do that. Don't get into strangers cars, unless you know them. Don't do all that, because it's rough in our lifestyle. Even though they say, they like you. Even though the people say they do like you, there's always somebody out there that doesn't." You know, what I mean? "God bless y'all, and be careful in whatever you do. Just live your life and enjoy our life, because that's what we're here for." They're finally accepting us. They're finally getting to open up to us. And there's nothing wrong with just being yourself and live your life. That's all.

                
00:08:50	Andrew Darien

Was that easier to do in Boston than it was in Detroit?

                
00:08:54	Melinda Wilson

Yes, it was. In a way—

                
00:08:54	Andrew Darien

Why do you think that is?

                
00:08:55	Melinda Wilson

—because I came here. It was.....oh. To me, it was free[ing] when I came here. Doing shows and everything, I was used to doing it. But I didn't think they would accept me, the first time I hit the stage. I thought it was gonna be a let down again, but they fell in love with me. [But] I hit the stage and that was it, honey. Yeah, and they loved me.

                
00:09:18	Andrew Darien

Where was the first place you performed?

                
00:09:20	Melinda Wilson

That was at Jock's Cabaret. That was it. Because that's where she was working. That's where she was doing shows. My friend out there, that brought me here from Detroit, Ms. Frida Payne. She was known as Frida Payne. She would do that on stage. They loved her. But when the people started falling in love with me, she got jealous, and just left me here. I said, "Well, isn't that..." [*laughs*] "We were friends coming up, growing, hitting, go out in the streets and care—" —and I wouldn't expect her to do that. You bring me up here, you don't introduce me to people. You don't do nothing. So I think that was rude, but that's the way life lives. You know, honey? You go with your ups and downs, you live your life. And I say, "Once you get knocked down, you get back up again and keep going. Makes you stronger." Makes me laugh.

                
00:10:09	Andrew Darien

Am I remembering correctly that now you live in New Hampshire?

                
00:10:13	Melinda Wilson

I'm living in Manchester, New Hampshire with some friends of mine that worked at the club, Jocks. A friend of mine and his husband, Ronnie and Brian, and a pretty little dog, Ruby, and cats. It's lovely. I heard this one person......you know, when you know somebody, you wouldn't expect for them to open the doors up for you like that. And he shocked me. He said, "You know, Melina ain't got nowhere to go, so can you please just open the door and let her stay here?" God blessed me with them two, and I'm having a good time living there with them.

                
00:10:49	Andrew Darien

So how many years did you live in Lynn?

                
00:10:52	Melinda Wilson

I lived in Lynn.....oh, my God.....twenty years. [I was] living in this one apartment, this place I was living in. I moved in from another person's house that was getting convicted, getting thrown out. And I moved in there in Lynn, and friends of mine found this place for me. I have bad luck finding places, don't I?

                
00:11:14	Andrew Darien

Lynn changed a lot from the '80s to the '90s to the early 2000's.

                
00:11:17	Andrew Darien

Yes. Yes, it did.

                
00:11:20	Andrew Darien

What were the biggest changes you saw?

                
00:11:24	Melinda Wilson

Well, I really can't tell you. There was clubs up there, but everything's closed down now. There's not really no clubs in Lynn no more. You gotta come to places like this. Brunch is really taking over. The brunches in the afternoon [are] really taking over. The only club that does shows at night is Jock's. Everybody else is doing the brunches because it's fabulous. And I don't see why not. People would rather go out in the afternoon and party, and have a good time, instead of going late at night, sitting up and [they're] gonna have to drive all the way back home again. I think it's very nice that they have the brunches, and whoever does it and whoever's doing it, go for it and make the money, and have a good time, and enjoy yourself.

                
00:12:05	Andrew Darien

Did you perform at Fran's?

                
00:12:07	Melinda Wilson

Yes, I used to perform at Fran's, right around the corner when I was living there.

                
00:12:12	Andrew Darien

And how would you describe, either Jock's or Fran's, to someone who had never been there?

                
00:12:17	Melinda Wilson

It's a totally different atmosphere. Okay. It really is. The Club Fran's, it was alright. But, it was a mixed breed up in there. Oh! Black people, colored people, all kinds of Japanese. It was a mixed breed that goes in there, honey, and everything would happen late at the end of the night. A lot of people [would] get fighting, and carrying on, at the end of the night. That's when Lynn finally closed the bars down at two o'clock. They said, "You have to be closed at one [A.M.]] now." So everything closes at one, and we had the police patrolling around, and the streets were clear. You could walk late at night, out on the street, for nothing. Usually you couldn't be able to do that. But now they did that to Lynn, and it's good now, yeah. Well, I wouldn't know now. I'm not there no more. But it was good when I left, yeah.

                
00:13:07	Andrew Darien

And what was Jock's like?

                
00:13:13	Melinda Wilson

Jock's. Yeah. It was called the 'stroll.' You can go out and real quick and come back in. If you wanted to make a little extra on this side. But that's the way it was. But Jock's was a nice place to work, too. The atmosphere was nice, everything [was nice]. People were in there. It was always crowded on the weekends. During the week, they would have little things going on, little shows, little things like that. But during the weekends, honey, it was always crowded in there. That's when I was working, doing shows on the weekends. Sometimes....—and then I moved down to the weekdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays.It was nice. I enjoyed working there. I didn't do it anymore. I retired from it. From that club, I retired. But I'm still around, if people want me to work. I'm still here. Don't let the age fool you! I'm still here.

                
00:14:04	Andrew Darien

What do you like about performing?

                
00:14:06	Melinda Wilson

You know what? I do a lot of illusions of entertainers. I do Patti LaBelle, I do Dionne Warwick, I do Della Reese, I do Eartha Kitt, I do Pearl Bailey. I do that kind of classic stuff. I do that kind of stuff. I can't do that Taylor Swift stuff, and all that kind of stuff with that music. Nicki Minaj. That's not me. I like [being] comfortable with what I do. And if you like what I'm doing, you love me and I love you. You enjoy it. Okay? 'Cause I like doing those kind[s] of music when I do a show, honey. You'll see if you stick around. You'll see what kind of music I'm talking about. That's me, and I entertain better doing that. I've been all over Reno. I've been all over the place. I've been in California, worked out there in San Francisco. Never worked in New York. Never been up there. But I've been all over Texas and Chicago, and Atlantic City, Georgia. I've been all over the place entertaining, traveling different places.

                
00:15:08	Andrew Darien

What's the key to being a successful performer?

                
00:15:11	Melinda Wilson

You know what? I don't call my— I haven't really got to be it. Like seven nights a week, like they do in Florida with the Paradise, the Palace. That's a fabulous place. I've seen it on.....it's fabulous. I would love to do that. I did it for a while, when we had a club, but the club got [thronw] under. It wasn't paying the bills, and so it had to close down. I was just getting into it. I said, "Well, I finally got where I wanted to be. We have production numbers and things like that." And I said, "Well, I'm finally got," —and all of a sudden it closed down. I had to move all the way back. I said, "Well, isn't this," —I said, "Okay. It seems like every time I get to go one step up, something always bring[s me] down." But, you always turn your head, and you look up ,and you say yes. When you make one mistake, you get back up and do it [again]. Go on and alive. You know what I mean? Make yourself better. That's what I'm trying to do.

                
00:16:08	Andrew Darien

Shifting topics slightly, what can you tell me, if anything, about the AIDS crisis in Lynn during the '80s?

                
00:16:17	Melinda Wilson

Oh, the AIDS crisis really took over. Everybody was accusing us of being the transformer, [the ones] passing it on. That's what was said when it first came out. You know? The community, our gay lifestyle: we're the ones passing the AIDS to straight people [in] our life, and it wouldn't let us— [People] were blaming it on us, until they really found out where it was coming [from.] I think they should...... yeah. I think it was wrong. Why blame it on us because we have a different nationality than y'all did? That's not right. Everybody is doing the same thing we're doing sex-wise, if you know what I mean. So, it can come from anywhere. But it's just..... that's.......to me, I think...

                
00:17:01	Andrew Darien

Did you ever get involved in political activism?

                
00:17:05	Melinda Wilson

No, no. I don't believe in that. No. I don't believe in that.

                
00:17:06	Andrew Darien

That's not your thing?

                
00:17:07	Melinda Wilson

No, I don't believe in that. I let them do [it]. No, I don't believe in that. I'm not going to go out and do all that. To me, I think it's a waste of time. If you succeed in it, you succeed in it. If you don't, at least you tried to do something, like they did in Stonewall. That was a good effect right there. That was good.

                
00:17:28	Andrew Darien

Do you remember hearing about it?

                
00:17:31	Melinda Wilson

Yes, I did. It was in New York!

                
00:17:32	Melinda Wilson

Where were you? Still in Detroit?

                
00:17:36	Melinda Wilson

I was in Detroit back then when that happened, yes.

                
00:17:39	Andrew Darien

What was it like to—?

                
00:17:41	Melinda Wilson

It was a door opening. They were the first to do it. It was a door open[ing]. Now, that's what I call a protest right there. That was fabulous. "Just know that we're here. We're not going anywhere." "Why are you doing this to us? Why are you coming here and beating us up like this, and doing all this? Proving yourself to be stronger than we are?" "You're making yourself look weak. You are." That's not right. Just let us live our life. We don't bother y'all. Let us go and live our life. And if we do it along with you, good. If we don't, we don't.

                
00:18:15	Andrew Darien

Do you think this younger generation of LGBTQ people have an appreciation for that history?

                
00:18:25	Melinda Wilson

They should. Some of them might not remember it, but if you hear a lot of things, people talking about it, sit down and listen. You'll find out something. It'll make your life a lot better, honey, if you did that. Because I do, when I hear about it, I just sit and cry sometimes. I say, "God bless them!" They opened the door for us, and we should keep going with it. You know what I mean? That's life.

                
00:18:47	Andrew Darien

Do you see more similarities, or differences, between your generation and the younger generation?

                
00:18:54	Melinda Wilson

Yeah, it's more wild and crazy now. It really— they just letting it all go and everything, but that's them. I'm not gonna try to stop them from the way they entertain, the way they do their thing. That's them. It's moving on. The world is moving on, honey. It's not going back, but I can't move that fast! But, I'm going to do the best I can.

                
00:19:16	Andrew Darien

Do you feel inspired or concerned about that, or both, or neither?

                
00:19:20	Melinda Wilson

Well, I'm not really concerned about it. I just wish they'd slow down a lot, but you can't make them slow down. They're living their life. The younger generation is......to say the future of our lives is.....

                
00:19:36	Andrew Darien

Can you say specifically what feels like it's going too fast?

                
00:19:43	Melinda Wilson

No, I can't. I can't clear myself, I really can't. I just sit back and just look. I can't describe it. I just sit back and watch them. There's nothing I can say about it, really. You wanna go that way? You wanna do your life? You wanna be that fast and run around, and do it? Go for it, knock yourself out, but be careful. Whatever you do, that's all I say. The world is going fast right now. It doesn't seem like it, but this year went real fast. It's going fast, it really is. That's all I can say about that.

                
00:20:17	Andrew Darien

If you could give advice to your younger self, let's say at age eighteen, what would it be?

                
00:20:26	Melinda Wilson

If I could tell my younger self right now: "you've had a hard life baby, and you've made it." "You got where you wanted to go, you've tried it, you're doing everything, and now it's time to just take it easy and relax, and enjoy the rest of your life while you can."

                
00:20:47	Andrew Darien

What do you attribute your perseverance to?

                
00:20:52	Melinda Wilson

Like what?

                
00:20:54	Andrew Darien

What do you think gave you the strength and resolve to carry on after going through all those experiences?

                
00:21:05	Melinda Wilson

Oh, honey. I just got up and said, "I'm not gonna let it down. I'm not gonna let it down, honey." Oh God, I got beat up. I got into a coma. [I got] beat up and was in a coma for a month, a year. Honey. After I woke up, I just kept going. I said, "This is me. I'm not gonna let myself go. " But— it's my life, I'm gonna live it. I'm gonna enjoy myself. This is me. I'm not gonna change anything about, okay? If you don't like me, you don't like me. If you do, you do. I'm not going to cry over it.

                
00:21:40	Andrew Darien

Do you feel like our culture has become more tolerant over the last—

                
00:21:45	Melinda Wilson

Yes. That's what I mean. Yes. It has. Like [how] I'm sitting here talking to you now. We couldn't have done this before. You know what I mean? Talking across the table [with] each other like this. It would have been a long distance, before we even got this close together to talk about our lifestyle[s], which I find very lovely and amusing. I really do. [It's great] that somebody's taking interest in our lifestyle. It's really about time. Really it is. For a history professor to take life [like that.] Thank you!

                
00:22:18	Andrew Darien

Well, I know you're probably anxious to start getting ready. Can you tell us what you're gonna be performing tonight?

                
00:22:25	Melinda Wilson

Oh, really? It's a surprise.

                
00:22:27	Andrew Darien

We're just gonna have to wait?

                
00:22:28	Melinda Wilson

I'm gonna do a little bit of Brenda Lee and some Thelma Houston. See, that's what I like! That kind of music, that kind of classic music. I just want you to stick around, why don't you just come and see? Peep and see. You might enjoy it. Have you ever seen the show before?

                
00:22:45	Andrew Darien

Yes.

                
00:22:45	Melinda Wilson

Oh, good! Oh, you're full of surprises.

                
00:22:50	Andrew Darien

But I've never seen you, so I'm looking forward to it!

                
00:22:52	Melinda Wilson

Come on, I appreciate it. Thank you very much.

                
00:22:55	Andrew Darien

Well, thank you very much for taking the time to speak with us. I appreciate it.

                
00:23:00	Melinda Wilson

I had a good time! I had a good time! Thank you!

                
00:23:01	Andrew Darien

Thank you. Bye. Bye.

                
