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Background: Melanie Pang, who was born in Missouri City, TX in 1986, is the Director of Advocacy at 
the Houston Food Bank. She was the inaugural co-chair of Mayor Sylvester Turner’s LGBTQ Board of 
Advisory for a two-year term. She advocates for policies that address root causes of poverty and food 
insecurity, leveraging relationships and resources for social change. Prior to her food policy work, she 
served as Manager of Emergency Disaster Services at The Salvation Army of Greater Houston and was a 
liaison in the City of Houston’s Emergency Operations Center throughout Hurricane Harvey relief efforts. 

As a strong-minded child, Melanie started “advocating” for herself with an equally strong-minded father, 
using her softly spoken voice as a tactic with her father’s raised voices in times of disagreements. Melanie 
fought for her right to pursue music where her passion lies. Though she was awarded a scholarship in 
Music, she changed her major three times and finally landed in Journalism, since the advocacy aspect of 
the discipline coincided with her passion. She discovered her LGBTQ identity and her passion to 
advocate for this community in college at University of Houston, where she served as the president of 
Global, the university’s LGBTQ community. She carried on her studies at Graduate College of Social 
Work. Melanie was named Social Worker of the Year in 2015 by the National Association of Social 
Workers Houston and received the President's Award for Distinguished Community Leadership from the 
Houston GLBT Political Caucus in 2016. Upon her graduation in 2012, she was invited back to the 
university as an adjunct professor. In May of 2018, she was presented the Humanitarian Award by the 
college of social work's student association. 

Melanie met her wife, Kendall, at Willy’s Pub in Rice University, where she was also proposed to in the 
Rice Chapel. She now lives in Houston with her wife, and their two rescue dogs. 

Setting: The interview took place via Zoom in each person’s residences. Melanie was asked questions 
about her life story, and shared her opinions on a number of current issues. The interview also included a 
15 minute interview for the COVID-19 Special Collection. 

Key: 
MP: Melanie Pang 
AS: Ann Shi 
—: speech cuts off; abrupt stop 
…: speech trails off; pause 
Italics: emphasis 
(?): preceding word may not be accurate 
[Brackets]: actions (laughs, sighs, etc.) 
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Interview transcript: 

AS: Today is June 25th, 2020. My name is Ann Shi. And I'm with the Houston Asian American Archive. I 
am interviewing Melanie Pang today. And thank you very much, Melanie, for your time and your 
contribution to one of the voices of the Houston Asian American Archive. 

MP: It's my pleasure. Thank you for having me. 

AS: Thank you. So to start, can you tell us about when and where were you born? 

MP: Sure. I was born in 1986 in Missouri City, Texas, which is a small suburb, just outside of Houston, 
the metropolitan area of Houston. I am one of four siblings, I’m the youngest. My—and the age gap is, is 
quite different. So my sister's 14 years older than me; my other brother’s 13 years older than me; my other 
brothers seven years older than me. My dad is an immigrant from China, and my mom's an immigrant 
from the Philippines. They met here in Houston. And um, you know, very often people will think like, 
"wow, you must speak all the languages." And actually no [laughs] I speak English because that was the 
English—or that was the language that unified us in the household. That was the language everybody 
knew. And so I think, because I came from working class parents and you know just not enough time. 
Yeah, I think they would have loved for me to have learned in school; but uh you know, if it fell on them 
to do it, then that was just one more job for them. 

So yeah, I grew up there and really lived in Missouri City all the way up until I was about 18. And 
attended Fort Bend schools. So you know, Quail Valley Elementary, Quail Valley Middle School, Elkins 
High School, where music and band played a very big part of my life. At that time I wanted to become a 
band director, because in middle school that was where I found a lot of peace and solace outside of kind 
of a tumultuous home life. And so part of my ambitions around trying to, you know, eventually move into 
music education as a career was not just because of my passion and love for music, but it was... [paused to 
wait for her wife's talking in the background to end.] Yeah, my ambitions to go into music education were 
not just because of my passion and love for music, but they were also kind of—out of survival. I was 
really thinking about, you know, how can I get scholarships? How can I make a way for myself to 
college, knowing that my grades were not as high as everybody else's. I was not a very focused student, I 
would say, from K through 12. And you know, now that I'm 33 and looking back on it, and I think about 
the circumstances that we were in as a family, the complexity of culture and identity and, and also our, 
our economic situation and, and I cut some slack for our little Melanie, that she wasn't an A plus student 
all the time. 

So yeah, I was able to, to get a music scholarship to attend the University of Houston, which has a really 
wonderful music education program. And I was very blessed to have a lot of wonderful mentors. But once 
I got there and I um, had kind of processed a little of the trauma through my system and finally found 
some stability. I realized how much more of the world I wanted to learn about. And I sacrificed my 
scholarships, changed my major three times, and ended up a journalism major with a minor in GLBT 
studies, which I'm sure we'll talk about. Um and then… had a, a life changing internship at the Houston 
Food Bank, in which I realized, you know, I didn't want to just write about issues, I wanted to actually 
impact them in some way and do something positive with community. I went back and got my master's 
degree in social work, specializing in political social work. And fast forward, several years later, I'm 
actually working for the Houston Food Bank full-time as the director of advocacy. So that's, in a nutshell 
kind of my, my trajectory in a way, both personal and professional. But yeah. 
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AS: Wow, that's great. And it's wonderful to actually hear um, you’re not one of the Asian stereotypes of 
being a straight A student [laughs] [inaudible]. And actually going back a little bit, can you describe your 
family? 

MP: Describe them? [laughs] Okay. Yeah, I would say that, um, so my dad, when my dad came to the 
US, he was probably 15 or so. He came with his little sister. And they were trying to just chart their own 
path. Um, you know, trying to find a way to make ends meet. And so he found work within Chinese 
restaurants. He, you know, started off washing dishes, moved up to kitchen, learned how to cook really 
well. And it's a really big point of pride for him, that within just five years of living in the US, he had 
learned English well enough to, you know, be a manager of a restaurant. And it was only recently that we 
had a, an opportunity to talk about that past. And he talked about how, um… he talks about, how there 
were people who said that they wanted to, to go in on a business with him, right? That um, they would 
give him a split of it, and whatnot. And you know, he said very confidently like, I've been running your 
restaurant. I could have a restaurant on my own. And so then that's what he did. He started a restaurant 
called Golden Buddha1. Or—yeah. And that's in Houston. And he also purchased another—or bought 
another restaurant called the Mayflower2, back at that time. But restaurants did very well back in the 70s 
and 80s. There are all these pictures of my siblings as children in the restaurant, you know, playing 
around with customers, [laughs] which would probably never be allowed today. My mom laughs about 
you know changing diapers at the bar. Um [laughs] surely that's a health code issue. But anyway, um, 
yeah, my, my dad was working as a manager in a restaurant called Hao Hao before he purchased all of 
those. And he, that's where he met my mom. 

So my mom came to the US thinking she was going to become a nurse. She went to Houston Baptist 
University, you know, a pretty common path for a lot of Filipinos in the US. And um, she realized, as she 
put it to me, she realized she doesn't like being around sick people. Um, and that blood kind of made her a 
little bit woozy to look at. And so she was working at that restaurant as a waitress at the time. They had 
only known each other for somewhere between—the story kind of changes here and there, but somewhere 
between a month and three months, before um, I—come to find out she, she wanted him to propose. Um, 
and so then they decided to get married and, you know, after not knowing each other very long at all. And 
the rest is history for our siblings. 

If I had to describe them, my dad is very work-oriented. Very, um, very much about action. You know, if 
you're going—he would always say to me, "if you're going to do something, do it right." Which was also 
followed by, "if you don't understand something, ask questions," which is also followed by, “You ask too 
many questions.” [laughs] Um, he, he is a very disciplined person in the sense that when he sees 
something that needs to get done, he'll fix it right away. So that meant that I held a lot of flashlights for 
him. While we were fixing refrigerators at one in the morning or you know, creaky door, or a dryer that's 
broken or something. You know, and I think… he thought of that as opportunities for me to learn how 
things worked. But you know, being a kid, I just kind of like was falling asleep and he'd have to kind of 
nudge me like, "Hey, move the flashlight back where, where I'm doing the work." Um, he’s, he’s 
definitely someone who really values working hard and, and achieving things. I would say he had very 
high expectations of me and my siblings. We weren't really allowed to, you know, go spend the night at 
people’s houses, or um watch a lot of TV, or at least the TV that we were watching, like, "Are you 
learning anything from it? If you're not learning anything from it, why you're watching it?" Um, kind of 
that, that mindset. 

1 MP correction: Mayflower. 
2 MP correction: Golden Buddha. 
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And you know, when I started to have an interest in music, that was very hard for him to piece together 
why I would be interested in that. You know, there's no money in that, um, was his perspective. Come to 
find out there's plenty of college [laughs] scholarship money for it. So his—his tune changed over time. 
But, back then that was a really big issue between him is that I wanted him to be supportive. I wanted him 
to allow me to continue to pursue that path in music. And I had to advocate for myself often. You know 
every year from sixth grade through high school, he would always threaten, you know, "You need to quit 
music, you need to stop this now, this is a waste of time.” And that created a lot of tension for our 
relationship in terms of how close we felt to each other. I will say that um, you know, there was one point, 
I think in six or seven—seventh—no, I'm sorry, it was eighth grade, because I was about to move on to 
high school. So it's a big deal, I was going to high school, right? And um, he said, "Okay, it's time to get 
serious, you need to stop." And I remember taking my mom aside and saying, "Look, this is really 
something I feel I have to do. I really have—have to be in this. It's the only thing that makes me happy at 
school, the only, like, social group that I have. Like, this is everything as an eighth grader." Um [laughs] 
and so then I go back out into the living room. Um, you know, she and I are feeling solid about it, because 
up to this point, she's–she's been the sole supporter of me in music at that time. And we come back out 
and you know I say, "I really—I don't want to, I don't want to quit." And after three hours—because my 
dad can only speak in three hour chunks or three words. [laughs] That's the range. Um, you know after 
three hours of debating, debating, debating, he said, "Okay, you can, you can stay in music. But don't 
expect me to come to any concerts. Don't expect me to drive you to any practices. Don't expect me to pick 
you up late at night when you're, you know, at your band practice, or whatever, to football games." Um, 
and you know what, that actually was not very upsetting for me. I was actually, “Yes! I won!” You know, 
[laughs] I got to stay. So it was a really big deal for me. 

But that meant a lot of pressure on my mom. And then she had to do everything for me. And um, I think I 
didn't fully appreciate or fully—maybe not appreciate, I did appreciate it. And I tell—I told her often. But, 
you know, on the occasion that she had to miss a concert here and there, or didn't pick me up, you know, 
at the same time as all the other kids and so I was waiting outside for a lot longer. Um, you know it was 
easy for me as a, as a teenager to feel negatively about that. But, you know, I, I recognize now the 
sacrifice that it was between their relationship as well because you know, that was money, that was time 
that she was investing in me. And I think it also kind of hurt my relationship a little bit with my brother. It 
made—it made kind of the spotlight on me more often, because I had so many things going on at school 
and he didn't as much. So that was my brother Charles who's closer to me in age. 

He still lives with my parents. He has had a, a tougher life, for a lot of reasons that I don't feel particularly 
are my story to tell. Um, but I will say that mental health in the Asian American community is something 
that is so unspoken, so rarely talked about and there's so much shame and stigma around… um, thinking 
of having a need for–for taking care of your mental health. I think it's so often connected to you know, 
like a moral weakness, or something that you're supposed to shake off. Um, and it's taken my dad more 
than 10, 20, possibly 30 years to come around to the idea that maybe there is such thing as a mental 
illness. Um, so, I mean, there was, there was a time in which Charles and I were close as kids. But 
growing up next door to someone that really didn't want anything to do with me, was really challenging. 
And I also saw all of the different ways that systems failed him. And, you know, when I when I think 
about school systems, like how come they didn't intervene or help when they started to see certain signs. 
Um you know, even if they could have helped. You know, I'm, I'm a social worker now. And the 
resources for mental health now are probably much better and much more plentiful than they were back 
then. Um, so that's a– definitely a huge part of my life that I did not process until, until I was in graduate 
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school, in social work that I really realized the impact that all of that in my childhood had had on me in 
terms of advocacy, in terms of injustices, right. 

Um my two siblings, Liz and Anthony, are only one year apart. And they have a lot more history together. 
So they remember the restaurant, they remember um you know the different—different homes that they 
have lived in. Um, they remembered some of the tumultuous times that happened even before I was born. 
So there are some there's it's really interesting to be learning about you know the history of before I was 
born. Um, because I remember one day, I was telling the stories, probably last year, around Thanksgiving 
or something. My brother Anthony had said uh, or—no, no, no, I said something like, "Yeah, because we 
were poor back then." And he was like, "We weren't poor." And I was like, "Maybe you weren't poor!" 
[laughs] But, you know, come in 1985 or 1986. My dad had actually sold his restaurants. And then after 
that we had lost a lot of money, a lot of money and went into debt. And our—we you know filed for 
bankruptcy and our house was foreclosed. That's a very different history than the one that Anthony was 
coming from. So in a way I feel like Anthony had... [dog barks in background] In a way I feel like 
Anthony and Lisa has like a different set of parents almost and a different era that they were growing up 
in; as opposed to what Charles and I are growing up in, which was you know fraught with stress and 
struggles with money and um... yeah, just uncertainty about the future on a regular basis. So Lisa and 
Anthony I think are you know, they're very close, they have a lot of friends in common. They have a little 
bit more in my opinion, Anthony for sure has a lot more connection with Asian culture. Um… you know, 
he has more Asian friends. He's, you know, I remember when I was thinking about my days in college 
and he would talk about his days in college, you know, there was a lot of like karaoke bars and things of 
that nature. And I, I couldn't remember a time I'd been to a karaoke bar when I was in college. I just had 
such a different group of friends and interests and stuff. 

My sister Lisa, who is a yoga instructor now, amazing one at that, and actually works for Rice University. 
She has gone through so many transformations in terms of her like professional career and uh she–she 
actually had left the home when I was—gosh, probably in middle school or something like that, and she 
was around 18. And she went to go live with my grandma. Really my grand-aunt but closest thing to 
grandma to me, um in Houston, the Houston area. And I just remember her going to the University of 
Houston to get her bachelor's in business. And she was working three jobs. She would sometimes 
rollerblade to campus. I just thought she was cool. Just the coolest person. I mean, she was into fashion. 
She was like doing her own thing at 18. You know she was making it, in my opinion. But to my parents, 
they were like, "she's struggling." You know, "she's working so hard for so little." My grandma was on 
Social Security. The house they were living in was built by my grandpa. So it had very limited you know 
light, electricity. I remember many oscillating fans growing up. Um, but to me, I was just like, "man, she's 
badass." [laughs] You know, she's like making it happen. And I, I really do think that seeing her struggle, 
and yet still accomplish the goals that she was—that she had set out to do you know, I think really 
influenced me in terms of feeling like, yeah, it's possible. You know, even if I needed to chart my own 
course, even if I needed to leave my house on my own, I could do it. 

AS: So next, I was just wondering, have the kind of different ways that you have to speak up for 
yourself—like with your family in terms of communication and voicing your needs—kind of shaped the 
way that you become an advocate for many issues in this current society? 

MP: I mean, I definitely think so. Um, my dad is the type who will—will raise his voice, right, as—as 
discussion becomes more heated, or, as he becomes more frustrated. And I had watched over the years, all 
the ways that my siblings would try to negotiate with him, right. I would watch the things that worked and 
didn't work. Um, the things that, you know, smooth things over, or the things that escalated things. And so 
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I think I learned through them a lot about how to navigate that. And so when I finally—when it was 
finally my turn to have to advocate for myself, I did it in a whisper. Because I figured the only way he 
would listen to me would be for—he would have to meet me where I was, right? If he's shouting over me, 
he can't hear what I'm saying. And so he had to change the way he was talking to be able to hear me. And 
um, you know, I think I've really taken that, that approach. That, that what I say and how I say it, is 
equally important. If not, and how could it be—it could be said that, that's even more important than what 
is being said. Um, you know, I have had a tumultuous relationship with my dad for sure. But there's 
always love there. You know. And I think that in activism and advocacy, it's really easy to try to go out 
into the street and change strangers’ minds. And try to impose your, you know, morals or your world 
views on people that you don't know very well. It's a heck of a lot harder to try to do that with people that 
you love. Especially when you know that people that you love can cause harm. And so this like, this 
cancel culture, this um, idea of you know, highlighting people’s ignorance in the, in the space of the 
internet, which is kind of forever, right? If you–if you do harm to someone, there's potential that that may 
follow you for your entire life. And what is it about, like our culture and society, that we think that that's 
okay? Because the only way we've ever improved is by making mistakes. And so, yeah, I do think it's 
important when people make a mistake that they are held accountable for it, especially for the harm that 
they've done. But at what point does it become just more of the thing that we wish we didn't see, you 
know? I think that having to advocate within your own family unit, um, can also change the dynamic. 

So you know if I know something is going to be tumultuous, or, or full of conflict. And I don't really want 
to deal with that, because I only see my family once in a while, then I'm probably not going to bring up 
those bigger issues. And I'm probably not going to be talking about the things that, that are close to me 
and who I am as a person, right. So, I think that, you know, while there is plenty of love among our 
family, I think there is still plenty of arm's distance. You know, there are still some things that we just 
don't talk about with each other, so that we can maintain that relationship. Um, that's, that's very hard for 
me as an advocate, because I want to push, I want to poke, I want to, you know, get underneath there and 
see like, how can we, how can we change together? But sometimes, you know with family, it's a whole 
different thing. Yeah. 

AS: Yeah, you definitely touched on very important issues, and especially for Asian American families. 
So I read that you filled out that your father is from China and your mother is from the Philippines. Have 
you had any kind of like culture clash in your family, in terms of, like what food to get for dinner, say, for 
example, or other issues? 

MP: Yeah. Um, definitely not food. Because my dad is... my dad ran restaurants and is an amazing chef. I 
think actually, my ideas around gender roles were, were helped by that. Because he actually was the one 
to cook a lot, and it was my mom who would do the dishes. And you know, it never struck me as anything 
odd that my dad was the one who did the cooking. And the things that can cook were for the Texan palate, 
right? [laughs] Like he's in Texas. And so, you know, Chinese food here is different than Chinese food in 
New York versus Chinese food in California, I'm sure. And so there's sort of this like Texas flair, or like 
almost like a, something about the meat cooks that's just like, mm... [gestures] You know [laughs] and we 
never complained about that in particular. I do–I do remember distinctly when I was a kid wanting to fit 
in just like any other kid, right? And like, how—why would I want like this delicious sweet and sour pork 
when I could have McDonald's. Like [laughs] you know, like, you just have these blinders on when you're 
a kid; you just want to fit in. Um, or at least I did. I don't want to speak for everyone. So I think there was 
still that cultural component of my dad is like, "Look, you're getting basically restaurant quality, really 
good stuff, kid. And you want chicken nuggets? Like what are you doing?" 
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So, I mean, there was tension, I think, more along the lines of, you know, why are we doing these things 
that are different than what we're seeing on American white friends do, from the kids to the parents. And, 
you know, between my parents, there was definitely the similar dynamic of gender roles in terms of, you 
know, who was the head of the household, and who was supposed to kind of be the, the person to manage 
the children. So I think my dad saw himself very much as a provider and my mom saw herself as the 
nurturer and the parent. But ultimately, when I would ask, you know, if I could get a little money here and 
there to go to a movie or something like that, it was always, “ask your dad.” So it was very clear that there 
was sort of these lanes that they were in. 

And ultimately, I feel that–that those gender roles really did a lot of harm to them. Because I think there's 
a lot of shame around my dad not working after he sold his restaurants. Um, a lot of shame that he 
couldn't bring in more money like he used to. And then my mom was working at TJ Maxx. And she has, 
she had been working there for 16 years before she retired. And she was working also at the Kroger next 
door. And so she was, you know, doing some very hard labor on her body. She was standing for hours at 
a time, you know, and then here I was trying to ask her to like come to my band concert. [laughs] Like, 
you know, like that's, that's a lot of work for one person. 

So I think there was some shame around the fact that like he couldn't provide and here she was trying to, 
you know, make more money but just didn't have the degrees and the expertise, or whatever to do that. 
Um…yeah, I'm sorry, I forgot your question, but [laughs] I hope I touched on it somewhere. 

AS: Yeah, that's great sharing—and very intimate and personal. I'm very grateful. I'm just also wondering, 
moving on to your college life. You mentioned you change your major three times, and like finally paving 
your way into journalism and LGBTQ activists—advocacy, as your career paths and major. Can you 
share with us some of the lessons, the challenges you've come across, and some shareable memories that 
you would like to talk about? 

MP: Sure. Oh, gosh, so I'd say my senior year of high school was when I really allowed myself to fully 
embrace my queer identity. At that time, I just, I knew the word "gay". So I just saw myself as gay. I had 
known–I had known the word "lesbian", but it, it didn't resonate with me. I think mainly because I still 
had an attraction to them, guys at the time. So I just went with "gay". 

I wasn't out to my parents in high school, I was still kind of just figuring it all out. And um, you know, I 
had my first love back then, and we were also figuring it out. She ended up going to UT Austin, and I 
went to the University of Houston. And we kind of did this long distance thing for a while. And um, you 
know she had started going to her LGBT college group to like meet other people who identify as LGBT. 
And I was like, "Oh, it's probably a good idea for me to do too." Um, when I got there, there were six 
people standing around one person who was raging about the latest, you know, inequality around LGBT 
rights and I um, I was like fascinated by it. Because in high school I had just always not wanted to know 
anything political, like lalala, that's way too much toxicity for me. Um, I'm a big people pleaser. So I don't 
like to do things that have a lot of conflict, like that was me in college. And so I just kind of like, plugged 
my ears to that part in high school. But then college at when I realized how relevant it was to my 
existence as a human, for me to be able to have the right to work somewhere and not be fired because of 
who I am, or who I'm dating, or what I look like. You know, to be able to, to just have equal access to 
things. Um, it became just a part of my daily thinking, part of my daily life that I had to, to care about 
this. 
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So, staying with freshman year of college, music education is so intense, especially at a great institution 
like U of H where you have to be a really great performer, so that you can be a better teacher and you 
have to be a great teacher. Because that's ultimately what our profession comes down to, unless you want 
to be just the you know principal horn player or the symphony until you die. So you have to be, you have 
to learn how to teach. Um, and I'm super grateful for the opportunity to because I love teaching, I love the 
idea of sharing ideas, learning from each other. All—all learning is mutual; otherwise, it's not learning to 
me. And so, yeah, music education, kind of narrowed what I could do because I was sort of behind. Um 
when I got there, to U of H, they said, "Okay, well you haven't taken music theory. So you're gonna have 
to do that, you're gonna have to take these other courses. So you're on graduating in five years track, are 
you okay with that?" And I was like, I guess I have to be if I'm getting these scholarships from you, sure. 
And then they also said, "Oh, and by the way, here's your course plan, there's no room for you to take 
anything else unless you want to spend money on that. Or you want to have the additional burden of you 
know, having more than 21 hours." So, I immediately kind of started to feel nervous about it, because I'm 
just like, I thought college was about expanding your world and learning as much as you possibly can; 
and now I'm limited to just like music theory, music history, and my instrument for eight hours a day. 
You know, the—the idea that I had thought all this time for music to be seen as a legitimate path, and to 
have to call my dad and say, "Hey, Dad, I think I'm gonna quit music," uh, was really difficult. Mostly 
because of my own pride, right? Like I had really prided myself on having made the right decision, 
because it helped me get to where I wanted to go, and because I was good at it. And that was the first time 
my dad said, "Well, do you think maybe you could like stick with music a little longer?” [laughs] “Like, 
just for this degree, just for this degree, and then you can do something else." And I was like, "No, five 
years is too long." 

So I, I did music as hard and as much as I could. I joined every ensemble. I was part of the co-ed 
fraternity Kappa Kappa Phi, which is a service band, service fraternity. So we're the people who will 
make sure that the band is taken care of during football games. We hand out the water, we organize the 
uniforms. You know, we do all this stuff to make sure that the show goes on. I was able to audition to 
where I moved up the, the rungs of the ladder to where I finally was in the top ensemble. And so I felt 
really good actually, at the end of it, feeling like, "You know, I did as much as I possibly could here, and 
it still doesn't feel right." So I thought, well, you know, I felt like that football player who like really 
wanted a football career, and then had like some kind of life changing injury or something. And then now 
they're like, "What are you good at?” [laughs] You know, you spent all this time getting good at this one 
thing. And so then I thought, "Well, maybe, maybe I won't think about what I'm good at, maybe I'll just 
think about what I enjoy.” And so that was when I thought about writing. I like journaling, I like 
communication in general. And so, I switched my major to, I think it was like PR. I didn't really know 
what that entailed. And then it was advertising and I was like, "Whoa, if I thought PR was bad, 
advertising is rough.” And then I, I landed on print journalism, [laughs] at the rise of the Internet. Which 
not a very lucrative career choice, even now, I suppose. But even still, it was definitely the right fit for 
me. It taught me to try to be more concise. It taught me to seek truth, right? And truth without—without 
my own editorializing, which actually became very helpful as a social worker. 

And so after getting through a few years in print journalism, and after having been very engaged with my 
LGBT group called Global at the University of Houston, I decided like, well, I have to choose a minor. So 
this is, you know, all I'm thinking about is, you know, coordinating with this Global group. I was elected 
president, whatever the group. And I'm—the way I scheduled our meetings was we started off with some 
kind of icebreaker, so we could get to know each other. We talked about current events and things that 
were relevant, that were happening in the world, although from–from global to local, things that we 
should care about, and then also like events that were happening that were for our community. And then 
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we would always do an after [inaudible] and go out to dinner somewhere. Um, it’s a lot of planning. 
[laughs] And it taught me a lot about collaboration as well, because I kept thinking that it was all on me to 
do, you know, watching my dad, fix things at 1 am and you know, just get it done. Um no, actually, 
there's a whole team of people that want to be helpful and useful and purposeful too. And so you know 
leaning on some of my friends in that organization, they, they taught me a lot about sharing the load. And 
so that kind of pushed me into, you know, minoring in LGBT studies. And, you know, something I was 
thinking about all the time. So I might as well become better versed in it if I was going to uh, continue to 
do any type of advocacy. 

Because by the time it was almost time to graduate, they told me that I needed to do a communications 
internship. Somewhere, doesn't matter where, as long as it has communications in it, you're good. So I 
went into it, thinking with that mentality, I'll just apply for anything that has communications in it. 
[laughs] And a professor kind of slid me a posting that was finished in 2000. And it was a paid internship. 
So I was like, ooh, check, check, I need a job. And so I go into my interview, the most embarrassing 
interview on my part, because I had not done the appropriate amount of research. And thank goodness for 
Betsy Ballard, who was the communications director at that time, who as I'm leaving a very embarrassing 
interview, she says, "And by the way, if you're applying for a job, you might want to look at the website a 
little bit.” Like, this—that… and then they took me anyway. [laughs] So, you know, that really said to me 
that they, they do want me to improve, they want me to do better. That's a–that's a place I can really grow. 
And, and they must respect me enough at least to offer me this. So the job was to go around and meet 
with our partner agencies at the Food Bank and put a–put a face on hunger. Right? So interview as many 
of the people who are utilizing pantries or food assistance in some way and get their story, and show 
people that you know, people who are experiencing food insecurity are not, you know, the stereotypes in 
your head, they are your neighbor, they’re teachers, they are, you know, just about anybody. And so I 
captured over the period of the summer—it was a summer internship, captured the stories of about 50 
people who came to need food assistance. And after hearing all those stories, I mean you have no choice 
but to do something about it, right? And so, after realizing like great, I have a print journalism degree, and 
I know a lot about LGBT issues. And there are all these people experiencing poverty like how do all of 
these things fit together? And am I marketable? [laughs] Can I find a job with all that knowledge? And I 
decided, you know, I think there's an opportunity for me to get back to education and learn a little bit 
more before I try to pursue this. So I found social work. And since I didn't want to leave Houston, my 
family's here, my whole world has been here. Um, I decided to apply at the University of Houston 
Graduate College of Social Work. One of the best things, one of the best decisions I made. 

And um, you know I walked in kind of bright eyed, bushy tailed thinking like, "Oh, I just want to help 
people." Um, turns out there's a lot involved in helping people and a lot of that has to do with analyzing 
why you want to help people. [laughs] You know, you need to really be introspective… I needed to be 
very introspective about why I was wanting to do that type of work. Um you know, helping people 
generally sounds like a really great thing. But if you are helping people so that you can feel good, or if 
you're helping people because you think you know better. Um, those are actually not helpful places to 
come from when you pursue that line of work. And so I'm really grateful that I went to that college not 
only because they taught me how to be of service to people instead of help them. Um, it also taught me a 
lot about my own healing that I needed to do, before I could be helpful to others. So you know social 
work… There's kind of this uh, phrase around research, that's actually like “me search”. And you're 
actually like doing a lot of research on yourself, about all of the things you bring, so that when people 
come to you, you're not doing more harm than good. Um… yeah, so the decisions that I've made to finally 
get to social work, really had—I had no idea I was looking for social work the whole time. When I was 
writing my essays, trying to think about like, "Okay, how am I going to get into this college?" I 
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immediately started writing about the Houston Food Bank. Right, I was writing about the poverty that I'd 
seen that I thought was somewhere else, but it's actually right here in my front yard. Um, these like 
misconceptions I've had and how I'm realizing now that like, maybe my parents were experiencing food 
insecurity back when I was younger, and I just didn't even know it because you know we weren't poor. 
Um, that wasn't a thing that I had ever heard any Asian family want to say, right? There's a lot of shame 
around that. And so, I was writing this essay and I was just like, you know I don’t really (?) feel right. I 
honestly don't think this is why I want to do this. And I thought back about my brother, and I started 
crying and rewriting the whole thing because you know, yes, the food bank was a part of what opened my 
eyes to it. But I mean, I had been living in um, in witness to many injustices up until that point, it wasn't 
just when I got to the food bank. And so that's, yeah, that's kind of how I came to find what I'm doing 
now, but really everything from the time that I was younger, had been building up to this moment. 

AS: Yeah, this definitely is super revelational. And I've learned so much from hearing you speak as well. 
Thank you. And I saw that you were named the "Social Worker of the Year in 2015" by the Local Chapter 
of the National Association of Social Workers; and you also then became the youngest, or the youngest 
adjunct professor in U of H Social Work program...? 

MP: I had actually not known that. But yeah. Oh, cool. [laughs] That's awesome. Yeah, I, you know, U of 
H was a place that pushed me. And I think I kept thinking that I needed to run from it. Once I 
graduated—like, "bye! I'm gonna go, make a future for myself somewhere else." But no matter what I did, 
I kept finding opportunities there. So, after I got my degree, my bachelor's, I found out that I was one of 
two students—one of two of the first students to graduate with the LGBT studies minor. And so after all 
the classes that I had taken there, um you know after I got my master's degree, they were like, the 
professors hit me up and said, "We have a Master's now. Would you like to teach Intro to LGBT 
Studies?" And I was like, wow, that sounds amazing, sure. And it's been—it was so great. You know, you 
get students in your class who are… just interested in the topic. You get students who are out and proud. 
You have other students who say, you know, "just want to understand my brother better; and I just want 
to understand my, my family members better who are gay." And then you get the other people who are 
like someone told me this class would be easy, and it fit my schedule. [laughs] 

And so having, you know, having them introduce each other and hear that, and then watch the 
transformation of when they leave the class... was extremely fulfilling for me just to see that people were 
like, you know, I left, I left knowing things that I didn't know before about the community, both good and 
bad. Um you know some people don't know that there's a lot of racial divide among the LGBTQ 
community. There's entirely different vocabulary and vernacular around how we identify ourselves with 
people of color versus non-people of color. There's just so many different aspects of the culture within the 
culture, um… that yeah, it was so fun to, to explore with them. And then when I actually had the 
opportunity to teach at the graduate level, you know; graduate students—not to overgeneralize—but a lot 
of graduate students are high achievers. You know, they want—they want the A, "tell me how to get the 
A." [laughs] And, you know, to me at that time in my life, I was like, no, it's not about the A. It's about 
like, peeling back the layers of your own trauma and like, exploring how you interact with the world and 
how the world interacts with you. And if we're talking about policy, you know, how does policy impact 
your everyday life? And what can you do to impact policy? So that it's, you know, more loving toward all 
of us? You know, [imitating the grad students] "Yeah, yeah. Tell me about the A part, like how do you get 
the A?" [laughs] 

So, yeah, that I, I really enjoyed teaching. I really love teaching. And I feel like advocacy, you know, very 
strongly correlates with teaching. When you're advocating for something, you have to sometimes tell 
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someone something they didn't know for the first time. Some people will be experts and the other things 
that you have to educate them on are the opposite perspective, right? Sometimes you have to educate 
people about their own bias and prejudice. Um [laughs] you know, that's, that's hard to do. And like I said 
before, about mutual learning, that means you have to learn about your own prejudice and bias if you 
expect someone else to learn that with you. Um… Yeah, I'm sorry, I forgot your question again. Just keep 
going. [laughs] 

AS: Wow, that's really—Yeah. Really revelational. Thank you. And can you share a bit of experience 
about how you come to your identity and how—probably—how you identify yourself first? 

MP: Yeah uh, you know, I said earlier that I use the word "gay"; but actually, I think back then I said 
bisexual. I think it was important for me at that time to really cling to who I–who I had been to people, 
who—sorry, what people had known me as before. Even though I was evolving, and I think all people are 
sort of evolving at different rates in different times of their lives. So yeah, and also the vocabulary has 
changed so much. And I feel like even though I taught Intro to LGBT Studies, you know, seven years ago 
or something, it's probably infinitely different now in 2020. But yeah, so I think I started off, you know, 
thinking I would date guys, I would date women if that—if they were interested in me; so like, what's the 
harm in just saying bisexual? And then as soon as I came out as bisexual, I feel like [laughs] my interest 
in men kind of just like gradually fell away. Um, I think a lot of it has to do with, one, the relationships I 
had seen growing up. You know, from media to my own household just didn't look like the type of 
relationship I wanted. It wasn't even about gender at the time. It was just like a certain thoughtfulness 
toward one another, that I hadn't seen in a lot of straight couples, you know, the equality of it. Wanting to 
feel like this person doesn't always have to do that or always have to be that. You know, having grown up 
in a household where my mom was actually more of the breadwinner than my dad for a good portion of 
my life. Um, that kind of freed me up of the notion that like, "hey, maybe I would be the breadwinner." 

And I think also growing up, I felt close to my brother Anthony, who, when he was in high school, loved 
to skateboard and play outside and mess around with cars and you know do all the tinkering in the garage. 
And he never minded that I was there. He would introduce me to his–his friends, you know, I couldn't talk 
too much, but I was there. You know, I was the tag-along, little sister. Really kind of followed him 
around. And I thought he was cool. Similar to how I thought my sister was cool, right? Like, I just I 
wanted to be all of the cool things I thought about them. And, you know, he and I would roughhouse a lot. 
And I always felt like you know, one day, I’m just as strong, you know, I'll be able to hold my own kind 
of thing. And being—just being, spending a lot of time with him, kind of showed me all the, you know all 
these kind of masculine things. And every time I'm just like, well, I could do that too. I could do that too. 
Nothing stopping me from being just as strong or fixing a car or you know riding a bike [laughs] or 
whatever he's doing with his friends. So I didn't understand that growing up, like there was such a 
segregation of what—you know the different expectations were. So of course in gym class, in eighth 
grade or whatever. Um, I was around a lot of girls who like roll up their shorts really high. And like my 
mom was very much about modesty and she didn't use those words, but she was just kind of like, "Here 
are your—these are your gym shorts, you just wear them like… you just wear them as they are. Don't do 
anything to them." Um, and so I always had like the longer shorts of anybody in class, and I didn't care 
about that I wanted to be comfortable. My mom would always place a very high value on being 
comfortable versus looking nice. Um, and I'm actually very grateful for that. I know that when I was very 
little, she wanted me to wear dresses. And I would like kick and scream like, “Ahhh, I don’t like this!” 
Uh, and eventually she gave up. She was like just, "Fine, fine, don't wear a dress." [laughs] You know, 
she pierced my ears at one point, and then I just all let them grow back and she was like, "Ugh, okay, fine, 
you don't have to have piercings." You know it was just more, it's was just too much effort to fight me on 
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trying to look more feminine, or being more feminine at that. And um, and I think in her culture, there 
wasn't a huge emphasis on–on those things, especially since she had grown up um you know, kind of poor 
in her village. So even if she wanted nice dresses, even if she wanted, you know, to paint her nails or 
do—have makeup and all that, it probably wouldn't have happened. So, me growing up, she never pushed 
me to wear makeup. She never pushed me to paint my nails. If I wanted to, great; if I didn't, great. One 
less thing to buy me, you know. [laughs] 

And um, yeah, so in terms of my like, sexuality and identity, gender identity, and these things are very 
separate. But I think the thing that they have in common is relationships and how I saw people interact 
with each other. So I wanted the respect that a lot of masculine presenting people have in the world and 
the privileges of that. But I didn't want to lose the sensitivity and thoughtfulness and um, collaborative 
spirit that I would see among a lot of my, you know, more feminine peers. Um, and it wasn't really until I 
had met my wife that she had kind of freed me up to believe that I could be those things. That I didn't 
have to necessarily choose to sit comfortably in one gender role, that, why couldn't those genders expand 
to include me? You know, growing up I, I loved to exercise. Um, very blessed, I guess, genetically, that 
you know, I look muscular as I get stronger. And I remember hearing a lot of women around me saying 
like, "I don't want man arms. I don't want to get man arms," whatever that means. Um, and I just felt very 
self-conscious about how my body was, like, I like being strong. And I don't necessarily care how that 
doesn't, you know, at that time did or didn't make me look. And I just would kind of like yak about this to, 
to my wife at the time, and she's like, "Well what if instead of having to change you, like what if the 
concept of woman could change to fit you?" And [mimics explosion sound] you know it seems so simple 
when it—when you say it out loud, but like it just had been evading me for so much of my life. And so 
um, yeah, I would definitely say that I like the word queer, because I feel like it's very encompassing. It 
also kind of like takes back the history and takes back that use of it as being derogatory in terms of now 
being more empowering. Um, to be kind of all-encompassing of my sexual orientation and the way that I 
present myself in the world. Um… yeah, some of the evolution. [chuckles] 

AS: Yeah, I read that Rice campus has actually got a little contribution to you and her meeting up, right? 
[MP laughs] At the Willy's Pub? 

MP: Yes, yes. Willy's Pub. Oh, wow. Yeah. So, um, I, as president of Global, had been trying to get in 
touch with Rice University because I heard that they did a drag show every year. And I was like, "Oh, that 
sounds like a lot of fun. I think we should bring that type of thing to U of H. But before I do it, I would 
love to see how yours works first." And they were like, "Why don't you just come be a part of it? Like, 
why don't you just be on stage for it?" I was like, "Uh, oh, okay, I've never done that before." And they're 
like, "It'll be fine. We'll take care of you." Which is another thing I love about this community, right, is 
sort of like this you come as you are, we’ll take care of you. So I showed up, you know donning my fake 
facial hair, which was basically pieces of my own hair cut up and made using spirit glue and kind of 
fashioning a beard out of that. And was dancing on stage and you know I didn't know it at the time, but 
my wife who actually attends Rice was in the crowd [laughs] with her significant other the time and uh, 
you know we—I don't think we met that first year. 

And then the second year I came back and as a performer because I had so much fun that that year and we 
did bring it to U of H eventually. Um, came back the second year and as I was taking off that fake facial 
hair in the bathroom, Kendall had just come out of the stall, and was like, "Oh you were so great, you 
were so wonderful." And I introduced myself. And, you know, as we do in the Facebook era, I was like, 
"Oh, she was really nice. I'll just look her up on Facebook." And so we had a mutual friend and I friended 
her, and we just kind of like watched each other from afar. Oh, "happy birthday," or, "Oh, that's cool, nice 
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shirt," whatever. [laughs] Very casually, just messing—messaging each other. And, and then I had 
another show come up, and she decided to come to that. And we started hanging out more as friends over 
time. Naturally, she is a very high achiever as well and like had gotten a Fulbright scholarship. And—uh 
sorry, she was a Fulbright Scholar. And so she was going to go teach English in Argentina. And so of 
course, like just before she's about to go, we are like, falling for each other. And um, we had like a little 
bit of a long distance relationship. And that lasted for about a year. And then when she decided to come 
back to the US, she moved in with me and my roommate at the time. Because I was in grad school, and 
that's how you make it work. [laughs] And our roommate at the time, actually has held a very special 
place in my heart, her name’s Kasha, and she—we’re still all very good friends today. And when my wife 
decided to propose, she wanted to propose in the same place, or as close as we could get on Rice campus. 
And so she thought at a time that the Rice Chapel was not being used, and snuck in there, and our good 
friend Kasha, who also happens to be a great photographer in her spare time, um took photos of the whole 
thing. Me being completely surprised to be there because I thought she was getting an award. That was 
the, the lie that was used. [laughs] So it was a perfect one too, because I was dressed up, I tried to be on 
time. Right? She really got me. So, yeah, the proposal was there. And actually while she was getting her 
MBA, and we decided to actually you know have had the wedding, we ended up deciding Rice as well in 
the Student Hall. So Rice has a very special place in our heart. 

AS: Wow, that's amazing to hear that Rice University has witnessed a really beautiful story. [chuckles] 
Yeah. Next I was just wondering, as we were talking about the LGBTQ education, like what do you think 
the current universities—I know you taught at U of H; like, how do you think the other universities or 
college, high school or even earlier. How can they help educate LGBTQ kids to find out more about their 
identity? And yeah, to grow mature with that? 

MP: Oh, where to begin? [laughs] I think before we even started this call, and we were talking about 
history being rewritten, right? I think there is a lot of LGBTQ history that could be integrated into the 
entire K through 12 curriculum, so that people can have a better understanding of the way people live. 
People live in all kinds of different ways, right, people have all kinds of different families. Um you know 
one of the big pushbacks that people would say, um, back in the day, maybe even currently, like... “How 
am I supposed to explain this to my kids?" Like, I believe in you, you can do it. [laughs] But if the 
education system actually had these role models and had these opportunities to actually talk about it, how 
much easier would that be for many parents, right? Like, it's not that a lot of parents see themselves as 
anti-LGBT, a lot of times they just feel lost or stuck. And if our education system had already integrated 
some of these different ways of talking about things, probably wouldn't be so intimidating. So I think 
something about you know integrating role models and history and examples throughout literature, 
throughout your social studies courses, and there's a multitude of ways in which LGBTQ people have led 
in academia. So I’m sure the examples won't be hard to find. It's about a willingness, right. Uh, so I think 
that's one way. But studies have already shown that just by having an LGBTQ support group at a school 
can reduce suicide rates drastically. Um you know, representation, I think it's very obvious by the number 
of shows now that have LGBTQ people in the cast, that have LGBTQ characters in the stories. Um, it's so 
so apparent that representation is, is key in being able to see yourself as a happy LGBTQ person in the 
future. Yes, there are a lot of stories about tragedy and trauma as well which are legitimate and definitely 
a part of our story. But also feeling loved, feeling a sense of belonging, and then seeing that out in the 
world as opposed to trying to make it up in your head. That's a real big difference. Meeting people who 
are like you, um, is hard to put into words. 

You know, I'm a Chinese Filipina immigrant—or excuse me, Chinese Filipina American. Um, I’m usually 
kind of the only one like me, in most rooms, um, in those spaces, and that can feel very lonely. A layer 
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on top of that, being a queer person, a layer on top of that you know, half of my head’s shaved, the other 
half isn't, you know. Like there's just—there's a lot to who I am. And every time when I'm somewhere, 
I'm still kind of alone. Um, that doesn't, that doesn't go away just because you have that support circle; but 
at the very least you have somewhere where your identity can thrive, or at least part of your identity can 
thrive. For me, I wasn't very in touch with my like ethnic origins. I wasn't very in touch with my parents’ 
home culture. So when I found this way to feel belonging, I like dove into it. I—you know, the being 
president of Global was like not, not a mistake; that was fully intentional because I wanted to be 
consumed by this group that was loving and um, and in being different we were all kind of similar, right. 
So I think that like LGBTQ support groups are a phenomenal thing to do, even if you have just one or two 
students, for people to not feel alone. It's—it’s amazing. 

AS: Yeah, that's definitely wonderful to hear. And also we're seeing more mainstream media portraying— 
for example, The Half of It, by a lesbian filmmaker, Alice Wu that has, yeah, came out on Netflix a few 
weeks ago and that was really, really great, and helping people to become more aware and educated of 
how this um, yeah, like segregation can occur and be re-united. 

MP: I loved a lot of the components she put in there in terms of you know living in like a rural area, kind 
of feeling like they're the only Asian person as well as [inaudible] of feelings that might make you even 
more different than you already are. Yeah, she does a good job of layering on the complexity there. Um, 
Saving Face, her first film, became an instant favorite of mine, just simply because you don't see a lot of 
love stories that have people who look like me in any way. [laughs] Yeah, representation is changing, and 
it's great. 

AS: Yeah, that’s definitely—and um, like last—or earlier this month, that we all got the news that 
Supreme Court has banned workplace LGBTQ discrimination, which is a great progression for the 
community as well, I'm sure. Can you comment about that? Or have you got also some contribution in 
that, that we can hear about? 

MP: Sure. I mean, I think um, we're—LGBTQ people, we contribute as much as we are out, and as much 
as we are able to be. You know, I think, I don't—I don't want it to sound super cliché. But I do think our 
existence is pretty revolutionary in and of itself. To just exist and be and try to be happy is, is, you know, 
that's–that's enough in a lot of ways. But for everyone who has the privilege and the ability to advocate, a 
lot of us have been pushing for a very long time for this moment. If we did not—I think I can safely say, 
for the LGBTQ community, we did not see this coming from the Trump Administration era. 

Back in… gosh, I'm forgetting what year it was now. [pause] Yeah, I can't remember what year it was 
exactly that we were fighting for the Houston Equal Rights Ordinance. I think was maybe 2014 or 2015. 
So the–the HERO ordinance would have done a similar thing as the Supreme Court in terms of making 
uh, 15 classes of people have a–have the ability to be protected, protected from discrimination. Um, you 
know, the uphill battle that it was to not just get city council to pass it, but also to um, keep it and then to 
lose it based off of petitions that were, some of them fraudulent and unverified. To lose it to 
misinformation was really devastating. There have been multiple state–state level policies that um you 
know have tried to do some more things and that were harmful to the transgender community in 
particular. I'm very shocked. I'm very shocked in 2020 that the Supreme Court came to the decision that it 
did. And it's, it's almost bittersweet because I'm almost waiting for the catch. I'm like, "What did we have 
to give up to get this?" And I know that that's not how I should think about our court system. It's not how 
we should think about it. But, um, you know, a lot that's happened in the current presidential 
administration has challenged the ways that I once admired our systems and—and in a good way, I mean, 
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I think I was ignorant to a lot of the ways that our systems were harmful, particularly to you know the 
black community, immigrants. There are a lot of ways that systems need to change and unfortunately, this 
presidency has surfaced a lot of them all at once. 

But I am grateful that you know, this sort of like state sanctioned discrimination is, is actually gone. It’s 
almost hard to believe, you know, I've worked for faith based organizations before. And the staff has been 
extremely warm and welcoming to me. But the policies have always scared me because they were 
shielded. They have the right to fire me—I mean they already have the right to fire me for whatever 
reason. But on top of that, it would have been fully legal if it was because I had my wife on my coffee 
mug, you know. Um, so yeah, it, it means a lot to me that we aren't just talking about marriage equality 
anymore. Which was a way for people with a certain level of privilege to have more privileges. We're 
actually talking about people who… are extremely vulnerable. Um, not necessarily having more 
privileges, but at least being protected in the event that they are abused or discriminated against in the 
workplace. So we still have, as always, we have a long way to go. We have a constant battle to keep what 
we have. And I think, you know, Angela Davis says, "Freedom is a constant struggle." And if anything, 
the LGBTQ community is hardwired for that. So I think, I think it’s only up from here. 

AS: And I also read that you're the Co-Chair and inaug–inaugural, inaugural Co-Chair of the Mayor 
Sylvester Turner's LGBTQ Advisory Board, right? Can you talk a little bit about that? Like how'd you-? 

MP: Yeah, it was a tremendous honor. I'm not currently the Co-Chair; I was there for just two years, for 
my term. Then I was able to pass it down to Harrison Guy who's incredible; who has now passed it on to 
two more new incredible Co-Chairs, Jeremy Edwards and Jamie Gonzalez. Um, but to have been a 
Co-Chair at the time with Lou Weaver, who's a transgender activist and huge leader in the community, I 
think, for one, it was a tremendous honor. Both of us were millennials. And so we were grateful that the 
Mayor saw in us that we could enact change even more, maybe not with the same level of experiences 
other people. That experience was very eye-opening, especially because it happened during the time of 
Hurricane Harvey. And I was working for Salvation Army at the time, doing Emergency Disaster Relief 
Services. 

And so I think the weight of—I keep coming back to trauma, but just the amount of struggle that was 
going on with our own community after the Pulse massacre, the trauma of our city being underwater and 
then having to rebuild from that, and having LGBTQ people who were involved in that as well. It was a 
very difficult time, a very difficult time. And when I, when we were appointed, we were told you know 
there's going to be 49 of you in honor of the Pulse massacre, Pulse nightclub massacre. And you know, 49 
is a large board. It's a very large board and we had such diversity on the board in terms of age and 
industry and experience. And we had people who were big donors to the cause, we had people who were 
you know the policy writers, we had people who have activists in the streets. And um, that's, it's 
wonderful when you can get all those perspectives together. But it also takes a very special person to be 
able to bring all those people together [laughs] and unify around the mission. And when the Mayor said, 
you know, we need policy recommendations, is not as easy as saying you know, we need HERO. Uh, 
after it had been, you know, overturned by those—that awful petition process. So it was like okay well 
there have to be other opportunities in other places. There had already been a lot of groundwork laid to be 
able to secure transgender inclusive healthcare at the city level. You know, when the board was there, we 
were just able to, to make sure it got included in the next contract to the city. So there's like a lot of these 
kind of smaller procedural things that can be changed. 
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Advocacy work, it's not all—it's not all sexy. Some of it is, you know, little tweaks here and there that 
make everyday life, just, you know, a smidge easier. But all of it worth doing. And so that was one of our 
um, accomplishments in that season that I was there. And I think that you know advisory boards are 
advisory, they get to make recommendations. But at the end of the day, it's up to the actual political 
system. It's up to the actual government to do something about it. And so I think there's definitely 
tremendous strength in being able to make a recommendation. But there's also tremendous strength in 
coming in from the outside in and applying that pressure to make sure that this advice is heard. So I look 
forward to seeing how that pans out. It's, you know, it was sort of like inheriting a baby organization. And 
it was a lot of work. 

AS: Yeah, that's great to hear. And thank you for all your wonderful work. And yeah, 
and—congratulations on becoming the director of advocacy at the Houston Food Bank. Can you share 
with us a bit about your, like what you've done there that got you this promotion and the contribution 
you've made? 

MP: Oh, wow. So I guess you'd have to talk to my boss about what I did to get here. [laughs] But I will 
say, I came aboard to Houston Food Bank in 2018. So October 2018, as the Government Relations 
Officer, and when I was approached for the position, he said, you know, "Look, you could, you could do 
what a traditional Government Relations Officer does. Just you know push for policy change. Get 
grassroots folks activated and involved. But the job is as big or as little as you make it." And they're like, 
"We know, we know who we're getting, you know, we're getting this LGBTQ activist. We know we're 
getting this very outspoken, you know, person who is going to push us, right." And so, they're like, "we 
know you don't want to just do the bare minimum of this job. So you tell us what you think needs to 
happen." Which was very refreshing. 

It's very refreshing when the place where you work, trusts you. There's a lot to be said for that, especially, 
you know, I think a lot of times we think about work, or I have the privilege to think about work as a 
personal mission, because I work in nonprofit. Um, and so when the people that you spend more time 
with in your day, than you know, your spouse, or your family—you know you spend a lot of time with 
these folks. And so you've really got to love what you do. And I'm very, very fortunate that I get to say 
that I do that. When it comes to the advocacy work, you know, we could–we could do what most people 
do with advocacy, which is, you know, try to get a large group of people to, to build a movement to push, 
you know, a certain policy forward. Or to stop one that’s harmful. That has to happen. And that is 
happening. But there is kind of this other bucket of work that needs to be done. And that I like to call, is 
transformational work. 

So currently we're called the Houston Food Bank, right? A bank is transactional. The bank is, "Here's 
your food, have a nice day." I would love for us to get to a place where we're saying, "Here's your food, 
have a nice day. And also, here's a bunch of other resources that hopefully will cause you to not need to 
come here anymore. And also, here are the ways that we're going to try to radically change our 
government and economy, so that you will be able to not need a food bank ever again." 

We're a long way from that. [laughs] But I think a lot of that starts with personal transformation, right? If 
I think of myself as someone who's working in charity, right, the model for charity is I take other people's 
leftovers, and I find out how to give them to people who need the leftovers. That's not going to end 
poverty. Right? We're basically taking the excess, the surplus food that we receive from farmers all across 
America. We're taking donations from retail, retail companies. We're sorting it, we're inspecting it, we're 
making it—we're making sure it's good to eat. We try to make sure it's as nutritious as possible. We pack 
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it up. We send it out to our partner agencies, they get it out to the community. What would be much more 
efficient is money going straight to people’s pockets, and then they go to the grocery store, and they get to 
choose the food their family loves and enjoys and nourishes their bodies. You know, I could talk to you 
all day long about the supply chain involved in getting a box of food, that some—someone has never 
chosen for themselves to someone's doorstep. And it will be a long conversation, as opposed to, you 
know, what if we increased staff? What if people had a living wage? What if people had access to health 
care so that they wouldn't have to make choices between paying for their food and their medication? You 
know, what if rent was affordable? 

We're getting to a place in Houston right now where a vast majority of renters spend more than 30% of 
their income on rent. Some of them actually spend more than 50% on rent. And so—and I learned that 
from a Rice University webinar [laughs] recently, which is just to say that like these other issues around 
housing, health care, access, wages. Those are the things that are going to actually end hunger. Feeding 
people has not ended hunger for the past 30 years, we know that. How can we serve people you know in a 
way that's different? In a way that's transformational for them to change their lives? Um, if all we’re 
doing is just handing them a box. So my personal–my personal mission within this work is doing a lot 
of—honestly kind of a lot of social work with people, kind of being the mirror for them. So if we want to 
talk about poverty, okay, let's talk about poverty. But we can't talk about poverty without talking about 
race. And how comfortable are you about talking about race, right? And a lot of people have been told not 
to—not to talk about that, in fact, you would get in trouble if you talked about that. So we're having to 
peel back a lot of layers of people's discomfort and people's fear of being seen as a really bad person, you 
know, in trying to learn how to do better. Kind of like what we talked about earlier in terms of like the 
call-out culture, right? Of course, I would be terrified too if–if I didn't even know I was saying or doing 
racist things. And now you want me to talk about race? That sounds like a trap, right? So what we're 
doing with the Food Bank is a lot of introspection on—okay, open dialogue. What is it—what are we 
seeing are the inequities within the food bank? Do you feel like race has anything to do with your success 
at this organization? Where are you seeing racism crop up? And we're learning a lot from each other. We 
still have a long way to go. And I think it's certainly something that we have to—we have to create that 
roadmap together. 

You know, anyone could say, oh, you need to do unconscious bias training, and you need to do, you 
know, sensitivity training, things like that. The training doesn't mean anything if people don't actually 
want to change their attitude. They don't actually want to change their values. So, you know, yes, we will 
do the training when we get there. But we need to figure out how to get there together. That was a very 
long answer, I'm sorry. [laughs] I know I'm taking up a lot of your time, I hope this is okay. 

AS: No, no, this is definitely most wonderful to hear. And thank you so much for sharing all this really 
amazing thoughts and very heartfelt messages. I guess next, I was just wondering, you're very outspoken 
on the Outsmart Magazine as well. How did you get affiliated with the Outsmart Magazine and could you 
share about that? 

MP: Sure. When I was a journalism major, I actually happened upon it... Well, actually, yeah, I would say 
I was probably an undergrad, I was going to Teahouse [tea shop] on Shepherd a lot. And they happen to 
have stacks of Outsmart there. And so I would always kind of, you know, grab one read the horoscope in 
the back and, you know, occasionally skim the pages and learn a little bit about what's going on in the 
Houston LGBTQ scene. And when I realized that I needed to have some internships under my belt and 
get some writing experience, I actually interned or maybe submitted a few articles back in the day. And 
yeah, I've just always had a-an appreciation for the publication because there was no other. There was no 
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other way to learn about my community. There's no other way to be connected to people. Other than just 
reading about it in Outsmart, which thankfully was free. Yeah so, I guess, in following their success, and 
then following my success, there's been a lot of opportunities for me to either submit articles, or you know 
they featured me a few times and they're just, they're awesome. I mean, they're basically the… the archive 
for our community as an LGBT person. 

AS: Yeah, definitely and I felt like from your past life in music to like journalism, writing, into advocacy, 
all these are kind of linked with connecting people and about languages and [MP: Mm.] yeah, which is a 
great path that you paved out for yourself. And thank you for sharing that. I guess next we're going to 
move on to the COVID-19 special collection, if you wouldn't mind. I know it's been a long talk so far. 
And so this will help us learn more about our community during their COVID-19 experiences. So can you 
share with us some of the impacts and the changes to your life during COVID-19? 

MP: Sure. I've gotta say, my dad who was from China, he called it before all of us. [laughs] He had 
already been hearing from various, you know, Asian media outlets, that there was an outbreak happening. 
And he said, you know, you should buy some masks, you should stock up on that. And you know like, 
"Okay, dad. Sure." And then come to find out and he was absolutely right. So, you know, hats off to him. 
[laughs] But I will say that early on the—I would say probably like March 11, I think is what it was. I was 
actually doing a town hall with a bunch of seniors—who are high risk population, now we know. All in 
one room in the Sunnyside area. And you know, we were doing our best to have like hand sanitizer, 
gloves, and ask people to spread out. And I remember them just saying, "Oh, honey, we're fine. We've 
seen this before.” So I was like, “Okay." That's when I got the news that evening that, you know, HISD3 

was going to be closed. And that, you know, basically, basically the HISD closes for the food bank. That 
means, oh no, people are gonna need food. Because so many of our kids in the community, access food 
through the National School Lunch Program or free reduced lunch programs. So anything that happens to 
HISD, it impacts us too. 

And so after that, that town hall was over, I was like, feeling good about it. And then we hear this news 
like—oh no! Group of people. And now we've got to like, change all of this stuff about our work. Yeah, 
there was a little bit of um, just kind of a surreal feeling of, there's this invisible threat. I would say my 
work changed pretty drastically in the sense that I started working from home a lot. So I was working 
from home probably two and a half months, two months straight. Trying to coordinate with the Harris 
County Public Health, and City of Houston Public Health Chambers County, and we serve an 18 county 
region. And so trying to make sure that people who were impacted by COVID-19 were having access to 
food. It was, you know, every area in every region, I had to make sure we were coordinating with the 
right people to get through there. There are a lot of different ways that the Food Bank had to adapt our 
procedures. We started moving to a home delivery model for people who are seniors or 
immunocompromised, or just can't get to a store for whatever reason. So we're basically building new 
programs in the span of two or three months. That, you know, some people had been trying to get grants 
for four years. [laughs] Just kind of like put everything on hyperspeed. 

So that meant, you know, 80 hour weeks, That meant, thankfully, my wife who works at PwC, she also 
was able to work from home. I remember I wasn't feeling well, probably the first three or four weeks. 
Who knows if that was COVID. I will find out if there's ever an antibody test available to us. So, those 
first three or four weeks, [inaudible] she would bring me soup and make sure I drank water, and… she 
was taking care of me because I just had so much work that needed to be done and needed to be done 

3 Houston Independent School District. 
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right away for people to be able to eat. And so I love– love being able to brag about her and how amazing 
she is, because I really couldn't do anything that I do today without her support, and without her love and 
her understanding of why I feel so compelled to do these things. Um you know, and my favorite thing that 
she says is like whenever I apologize for staying up till 11, or getting up at five in the morning or 
whatever. She would always say, "I know who I married." And that always brings me a lot of comfort, 
yeah. 

So yeah, for COVID-19, I've been more sedentary than I've ever been. I sit a lot more than I used to. If 
you ever visit the Food Bank, everything is like a mile apart. So we do a lot of walking there. So, very 
different for me to be kind of confined here. I had been going up to the three distributions that are 
happening at NRG, because we had to adapt our model to be kind of drive-through, for people’s safety, so 
they can stay in cars. Um, so they've been going out and doing some kind of census outreach works and 
voter registration work. But for the most part, most of my days are spent working from home. 

I will say that demand for food has increased tremendously. We–when we first did our NRG–you know at 
the stadium, the first food distribution that was kind of like open to any–anyone. We have somewhere 
between nine and ten thousand cars line up, and we had about 900 or so people walking to NRG to get 
food. Um, you know we've seen a decline in those numbers so far. We can only guess that part of that is 
because of the stimulus check. But I think the other part of it is that there are these different government 
policies that have made us have to take intake. So that means we're actually writing down people's names. 
Um, the fear of public assistance coming back to bite you as an immigrant is real. And–I mean the fear is 
real, that the public charge policy doesn't actually apply to all people. But you know in Trump's 
administration, he wants everyone to feel the same fear about it. And so we've seen a lot of numbers drop, 
which is very sad for us, because we, we want to be able to serve as many people as possible and we don't 
ask for identification. Um, the food is–is there for people who need it. So uh yeah, the need has certainly 
increased, but thankfully, we have a lot of very dedicated staff that are committed, and our leadership is 
always looking for ways to expand and serve more areas and serve more people. So it's a sad time, it's a 
very challenging time. But I'm, I’m always optimistic about the future. 

AS: Yeah, despite the anxieties and depression that a lot of people are feeling, I feel like this pandemic 
has also speeded up the way that people have done things like you said, everything has been moving 
online like we are doing now. And, and it sounds like you and your loved ones are in a closer relationship 
even more. So definitely lots of changes we're seeing and um, I was just wondering how have you been 
feeling with the way that everything has gone virtual? Do you find that something that you see will stay 
for a long, longer run? 

MP: I think so. I think that, you know, as Governor Abbott has, quote, unquote, reopened things and now 
we're seeing a lot of increases in positive cases. We're seeing hospital beds go up, I can only hope that we 
stay virtual for a little while longer until we really have the virus under control in some way. Whether 
that's, I mean, we don't even have a vaccine or cure. We don't have a way to prevent people from truly 
succumbing to the disease. I mean, I think there are a lot of different things that need to be in place before 
we can come back together, which is very sad. I'm, I'm a big hugger. I get a lot out of face to face 
interaction. And so, you know, and my wife too a very social person. I'm more introverted, but [laughs] 
you know, it's important for our mental health. 

You know, my parents are not very far away from me in Stafford, but when we visit, it's in the driveway 
and it's, you know, kind of far apart and distanced. So there are certainly things that that I miss. But there 
are also opportunities for growth and learning and I love that my mom is really great at like Facebook 
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Messenger and FaceTime now. Um, so it's been really cool to see us adapt, and we’re resilient people and 
we’ll figure it out. So I, I don't know if I want them to stay virtual, but I want what's best for people's 
health and well-being, whatever that takes, we’ll do it. 

AS: Yeah, definitely. I was just also wondering when–the beginning of the pandemic, we heard about the 
um, a lot of the anti-Asian attacks and including the administration calling it the "China virus" and "Kung 
Flu". I think in the most recent rally, he actually used that word. [laughs] And yeah. 

MP: So ignorant, for a lot of reasons. [laughs] Yeah. Oh, sorry, I cut you off. 

AS: Oh, no worries. I was just saying, yeah, can you share some thoughts about that? 

MP: Yeah, I, I remember hearing because you know, Sugar Land is a very ethnically diverse area and has 
a very large Asian American population. I remember being kind of concerned about my parents and uh, 
and being out and about, and what people might assume about them. I remember there were a lot of 
rumors around different employees of the different markets like, "oh, yeah, that person recently came 
back from China, so that–that grocery store is contaminated" or whatever. I–you know, I recognize that I 
present in a way that a lot of people have no idea where the hell I'm from. [laughs] You know, I've gotten 
everything from Hawaiian to Cambodian to Latina, I've gotten all kinds of, all kinds of questions. And I 
also recognize that like, the queer aesthetic layer also confuses people too. So some people don't even 
know if I am a guy or woman, or. You know, so there's like a lot that's ambiguous about me that also kind 
of shields me in a way. So how I kind of described it when I was growing up was that like, I could make 
myself invisible. I could be invisible if I wanted to. Um, which is also very lonely, but also protected me 
in a way. So when there was all this kind of like anti-Asian sentiment, I wasn't super worried for myself 
as much as um, immigrants. You know new immigrants or my parents. I– into a place where a lot of my, 
like, social circles are not so ignorant to, to you know, spread that kind of animosity towards strangers, 
but I did know it was happening. And I made a conscious effort wherever I could to try to make sure that, 
that narrative didn't creep its way into things. 

So I remember that there was a time we were going to send an all staff email about travel. You know if 
you're coming from certain areas, or certain countries like that you should be concerned. And the person 
who had drafted the email, put a lot of emphasis on like, what—the origins of the virus. And I was like, 
"Is this really necessary and like, in this time where people are freaked out by some Asian people in the 
street and they can't even identify like, where in Asia people are from? Like, are you sure you want to 
spread this?" And they were like, "Well, you know, it's just the truth. That's just where it's from." And I’m 
like, "I understand that; but in communicating one thing, you might be communicating another by 
accident." Um and so we were able to kind of like scale that back and recognize, "Okay, that's 
super—superfluous information." But yeah, it's–it's easy, I guess is what I'm trying to say, it's easy to 
perpetuate something without even knowing that you are, if you're not intentional about combatting… 

AS: I was just wondering also, have you got any thoughts about the recent um, the Black Life Matter 
movement that actually started with the death of the George Floyd incident in your birthplace? Have you 
got any, anything you would like to share? 

MP: Yeah. Um, I–I have a huge respect for the worker Grace Lee Boggs, who is a community organizer, 
someone who was really big in the civil rights movement um… who really advocated with the Black 
community in Detroit. Um, I learned a lot from her teachings and tried to read as much as I can about her 
work. And um, you know, every time something gets better for a marginalized community, it gets better 
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for everyone. And so, I think that Asian Americans have a lot to be grateful for and appreciative of, of the 
African American community. And their civil rights struggle greatly impacted um, my ability, our ability 
to be in the world and be seen as more equal, as closer to equal. I would say that we are not quite there 
yet, especially for Black Americans. But, you know every bit of their struggle should be part of our 
struggle. The George Floyd murder was a—just one more bookmark in a long story, a long series of other 
tragedies. And it's interesting that we're in this moment now, despite everything that has happened up 
until now. I think for Asian Americans who are you know feeling scared about COVID-19, that should be 
a huge moment of learning in terms of empathy, considering the ways that Asian Americans might be 
profiled in ways—contrasting it with the ways that Black people are profiled. You know, that fear is 
something that people have lived with all their lives. Not just because COVID-19. 

When we're having these dialogues at work around race, I think one of the things that is most compelling 
for people who haven't been thinking about race a lot, are the experiences that Black colleagues have had 
in their childhood. You know people who have called children awful names, and locked them out of 
opportunities, and didn't see them as worthy, or hurt them physically, just because they're Black. And 
those are things that I think Asian Americans do—do not experience at the same level that Black people 
do. And we experience a lot of privilege in part due to racist policies from the past. But you know, for all 
the privilege that we have, we could just as easily lose it. So um yeah, I feel like the Black Lives Matter 
movement is um, is a good opportunity for myself and other Asian Americans to be allies and be 
accomplices in moving up—that work forward. Because it's not just something that's good for somebody 
else, but it's, it's good for our whole society. And it's been said, you know, if anyone should understand 
that it's Asian Americans who have a deep respect for the collective whole. Yeah, I think we're living in a 
very challenging—but—in a challenging time, but also one that's right for opportunity, when we will 
change. 

AS: Yeah, definitely. There's a long way to go for achieving the equality and recognition for all people of 
color in America. And thank you so much for your work and your contribution. Yeah, that's the end of my 
questions, I guess. Do you have anything else you would like to share, any advice that you have for 
younger people, the younger generation that is working on advocacy and bringing culture, and different 
people, different—bringing segregations together? 

MP: They probably have more to teach me. [laughs] I guess, that's I mean, that in itself is kind of the 
takeaway too, is that you know, there is no one… There is no one who has done what you've done in this 
moment other than you. And it is okay to fumble and make mistakes. So long as you have a drive and 
interest in doing better next time. Um, yeah. Sure absolutely you must do what you can to, to restore 
peace to the things that you've brought harm to; but also you know, it's our duty to move forward and 
figure out how to, how to be better to one another. I think if there's anything that we want to leave people 
with is that, you know, like I said before about advocacy, it's, it's easy to try to change an attitude of 
someone you don't know. It's really hard to change your own. So I think transformation very much starts 
with yourself. And in the words of Grace Lee Boggs, "You transform yourself, you transform the world; 
change yourself, change the world." 

AS: It's a most inspiring and positive note to end. Thank you so much, Melanie. Thank you for taking out 
your time from your busy schedule and sharing with us your life stories. And I'm sure that this will be, in 
many years to come, inspire more people than myself. Thank you. 

MP: Thank you so much. Thank you for making the time. I know I held you over probably way longer 
than you were expecting. So thank you for letting me be a part of it. And for this awesome work that 
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you're doing, collecting stories and sharing them, I think stories are a big part of transformation. So thank 
you for letting me a part of it. 

[Interview ends.] 
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