MIKE’S RIGHT EYEPATCH:

I had just arrived from Las Vegas to bury a beloved cousin-in-law and news of another dear friend was almost too much to bear.  Mike McNellis, a most distinguished CALIF consumer was the only one, among hundreds who come to our doors, who personally came in to CALIF to donate $10.00 for the thousands who suffered devastation from the horrendous Typhoon Yolanda which seized the island of Tacloban in the Philippines in November of 2013.  
“It’s not much, he said humbly “but I hope it helps.”

I was very touched by his gesture and made sure that his contribution was sent promptly to the dependable people who made sure that donations really got to the intended recipients.

This morning, I was told that Mike had passed away.  Because the last two weeks were a flurry of deadlines and reports and family activity, I haven’t noticed his absence at CALIF.  But I had a last conversation with him a few days perhaps before he died.  I asked him how he was doing and he said that he was still in difficulty from his Bells Palsy.  He still sported his black eye patch on his right eye—something he started wearing the last six months.  He said he had to do it because the condition prevented him from closing his eye, and as a result it was constantly tearing up and being exposed to infection.  He unashamedly cried silently and all I could do was as quietly, commiserate with him, holding his hand that tightly held on to his walker.  
‘Don’t worry Mike,’ I said, ‘you are still that beautiful man God created you—what matters is how beautiful your heart is, everything else is vanity.’  I did not realize that those words were to be the last I would utter to him.

Mike was a jolly, generous fellow who came to visit us every week, always dropping a dollar in the donation box, often the only dollar that sat in the box for a week.  He was a jovial prankster too and would drop different little surprise toys that amuse and break the monotony of the day.  He loved those little wooden toy bugs that would wiggle their wings or those with dancing heads that were cute to park next to a computer for a momentary diversion.  And he loved to celebrate national holidays!  Sometimes, he would march in with a funny hat on his head and toot a paper horn to ring in the New Year or the 4th of July before we left for the holiday.  When he was much stronger, he would cook for us vegetarian Lasagna or vegetarian Enchiladas and like an obsessive Uncle, make sure we had sampled his concoction and liked it.  Oh and he would crack jokes and made sure we laughed!  He was always at our parties and he would bring his friends and neighbors.  At one point, he brought in a girl friend who he escorted regularly who was visually impaired and was very solicitous toward her.  I winked at him to ask if she was his new girlfriend but he was shy about it.
Mike would supply us with plastic bags he has collected from the different stores he shopped at—he said it was his contribution to our Food Supplemental Program for the consumers.  He gave donations of things like old computers or computer parts that he knew could still be used by the other consumers.  He had the unmistakable mark of a good, practicing Catholic Christian with a heart for humanity, a universal world view and an incredible generosity despite his own limited resources.  One of about ten children, Mike was the product of a good and caring home.  His daily life was motivated by his abiding faith strong enough to handle the cross of disability with a realistic expression of pain and weariness but also a profundity of joy and laughter.  My frequent encounters with him, especially toward the end of his life, was a particular grace.  It was an example of a man who knew how to gracefully suffer, accepting the growing weakness of his body and was not ashamed to express both his humanity and his joy.  

Today, we are bereft of one more gentle, generous and joyful soul but we earn another helper in heaven.  I hope that when they finally laid him to rest, they lovingly removed the patch on his right eye, closed his eyes, now finally even in eternal repose, folded his hands together and with prayerful respect, buried him with dignity, gratitude and solemnity, nothing less for a great man—our own Mike McNellis whose loving presence we would sorely and surely miss.      
--Lillibeth Navarro, August 5, 2014

