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Meshelle: Baltimore's 'Indie-Mom of Comedy'
By Michele Wojciechowski  In her material, local comedienne and mom of three Meshelle uses experiences straight from her life: everything from dealing with the uppity moms at the private school her daughter used to attend, to her son waking her up in the middle of the night because he has to pee.| She offers sage advice for the other mothers out there who are stressed out and could use a laugh. “Here’s one of the things that I always remind myself: they will go to sleep. At some point, these[image: image1.png]MarylandTeachersGuide.com
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 thirsty little [kids] go to sleep. Live for the sleep, because it will come. And while they’re sleeping, you can walk around naked with a glass of sangria if you’d like! “I always say I gotta laugh to keep from crying or smacking the snot out of somebody. And since corporal punishment is illegal—and I don’t want to go to jail—I laugh.” Her audiences tend to do a lot of that, too. Among her many other credits and professional achievements, Meshelle, 43, (full name Meshelle Foreman Shields), performed on four seasons of Black Entertainment Television's “Comic View” and has also done a turn on “Martin Lawrence Presents: 1st Amendment Stand Up” on the STARZ network. In 2007, the self-styled “Indie-Mom of Comedy” made it into the finals of the Nick at Nite reality-show competition series “Funniest Mom in America 3,” hosted by Roseanne Barr, while she was, as she says, “very pregnant” with her third child. More recently, in October, her solo show, “Diary of a M.I.L.F. (Mom I’d Love to Follow),” won the award for Favorite Theatre Experience at the Atlanta Black Theatre Festival. Meshelle drew inspiration for the show, which is directed by Rain Pryor, daughter of legendary comedian Richard Pryor, who took over as artistic director of the Strand Theater Company in Baltimore early this year, from her experience sharing a yearly Kwanzaa presentation as a parent volunteer in her children's classes. Against the backdrop of the holiday season, Meshelle portrays an array of characters she meets during the course of one day, including elitist moms, a know-it-all  teacher, a young urban mom, and a Jewish hip-hop enthusiast kindergartener. She performed “Diary of a M.I.L.F.” last December at the Theatre Project in Mount Vernon, in February at Bennett College in Greensboro, N.C., in March at the Greenhouse Theater Center in Chicago, and at this past summer's Artscape. Now she and Pryor are grooming it for off-Broadway, with the Abingdon Theatre and 45th Street Theater as current possible venues and a projected opening of spring or summer of next year. Meshelle has definitely put herself in good hands with Pryor, who, as of mid-November, was still in the midst of a very successful off-Broadway run of her own solo show, which she had debuted at the Abingdon. Meantime, Meshelle has her own hands full taking care of her three kids with husband LaMarr Darnell Shields: Makela-Hadiya, 11, Sameera-Adamma, 8, and Mosiah-Sekou, 5. They live in Mount Washington, not all that far from the Park Heights neighborhood where Meshelle was born and raised until age 7, when her mom married her stepdad, and the family moved to the Rutherford Heights/Milford Mill area of Baltimore County. After attending what was then Milford Mill High School, Meshelle went on to earn a bachelor's in psychology from Bowie State University in 1994. She then worked as a service coordinator for the Baltimore Infants and Toddlers Program, often meeting her clients, many of whom were substance-abusing parents, at the Johns Hopkins Hospital’s Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, where she saw upsetting things, like babies born as small as teacups. “That was heavy work for a girl fresh out of undergrad,” she admits. Meshelle would tell funny stories to her clients to add what levity and comfort she could to their struggles and, in turn, would regale her co-workers at lunch with good-natured, light-hearted, humorous takes on her experiences with those same clients. Without telling her, her co-workers entered her into an open mic comedy contest at Mo'Nique's, a comedy club on Liberty Street, across from Lexington Market, named after its owner, the Woodlawn native and comedienne whose own career was beginning to take off at that time. (If you think you recognize her name, it's with good reason: in 2009, Mo'Nique won an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress for her role in the film “Precious.”) While Meshelle says she had been funny since she was a child, she had never performed her own material. She told her friends there was no way anyone would laugh at her stories. But people did laugh. They laughed so much that Meshelle won the contest that night. Then she won it the next two weeks. Mo’Nique booked her to open for a comedian headlining a weekend of shows at the club—her first paid gig—and later, when she went on tour for a month, booked her again to serve as the club's house host comedienne in her absence. In the fall of 1995, Meshelle left Baltimore to pursue a doctorate in school psychology at Temple University in Philadelphia, continuing to perform stand-up comedy on the side. During her third year in the program, her advisor, Dr. Leslie Skinner, came to see her perform at a local Philadelphia restaurant/music club called WarmDaddy's, which at that time hosted a comedy night once a week. Later, the professor literally pulled Meshelle into her office, telling her that while she’d be a great school psychologist, she could be “a rock star as a stand-up comic.” She advised Meshelle to take a year off and give it a shot. There turned out to be a very good reason Skinner was her advisor. And, with her sights now set on taking her solo show to New York, it's clear Meshelle is far from done. But first she's got to help her son go to the bathroom. BC  For more info on Meshelle, find her on Facebook at “Meshelle: The Indie-Mom of Comedy,” on Twitter @MESHELLEComedy, and on Instagram at Comedian Meshelle.  © Baltimore’s Child Inc. December 2012
