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On a frigid dawn, a baby is found dead at a church’s front door

‘It's a quiet neighborhood, but there are a lot of things going on’ 

Monsignor John Hayes of Epiphany Catholic Church had only just begun his solitary morning prayer when he heard a tentative knock at the door of his upstairs room in the rectory.

Hayes, a slightly stooped, 93-year-old man with wavy silver hair, stopped just before the part about Baby Jesus-- "Today the Magi found crying in the manger the one they have followed as he shone in the sky. . . ."--and opened the door. 

"We found a dead child," said the parishioner who was standing there.

So it was that less than 30 minutes before he was to say mass, Hayes heard the news that would add another kind of chill to the air of this West Side neighborhood, where residents bundled against the bitter cold continued Monday digging out from under the record snowfall of Saturday's blizzard.

A newborn infant, wearing an oversized diaper and wrapped in a woman's pink robe and blue sweater, had been found dead on the top step of the South Keeler Avenue church, a small patch of snow for a pillow.

The unidentified boy baby, lying frozen in a tiny drift that had blown up against the door to the church on the edge of the Little Village neighborhood, was discovered by a church sacristan as he worked with Rafael Morales, a stocky caretaker in a Cleveland Browns jacket, to open the church for morning mass.

Morales, a seminary student working at the church during the holidays, still was shaken hours afterward.

"Poor baby. How could a woman abandon a child like that?" he said.

To think Monday had started like any other morning. A few minutes after 7, the sacristan--a parishioner who did not want to be interviewed--had unlocked the church's side door, the one across from the modest brownstones along the 2500 block of South Keeler.

Then he descended the stairs into the church with Morales, turned on the heat in the big stone building, switched on the lights and walked down the long main aisle to unlock the front doors.

The sun was just coming up as the parishioner pushed the doors open. At first, he and Morales thought the small bundle lying on the concrete step just outside was a parcel of clothes for a drive for the needy sponsored by church youth, Morales said. But then the odd weight gave way to the discovery.

"A rather unusual happening," Hayes said.

Police Sgt. Gerald Mahon said the baby was "male, white--possibly Hispanic--and several hours old."

Mahon said paramedics tried unsuccessfully to revive the infant, as did emergency-room physicians at St. Anthony Hospital, where the baby was pronounced dead at 8:18 a.m.

Mahon said the boy appeared to be full term and had no visible signs of trauma. He said the umbilical cord had been cut short but not clamped.

An autopsy was planned for Tuesday, the Cook County medical examiner's office said. Though the cause of death has not been determined, the baby was "frozen through," said Rev. Peter McQuinn, the church's administrator.

If the baby died of exposure, whoever left him on the church steps could be charged with murder. But such cases often are plea-bargained down to involuntary manslaughter or other lesser offenses, legal experts said.

Because of their relatively thin skin and large heads, babies are more susceptible to heat loss and hypothermia, said Dr. Tom Esposito, a trauma surgeon at Loyola University Medical Center in Maywood.

And in the dark hours before dawn Monday, Chicago was a bitterly cold place.

It isn't known yet how long the baby lay on the step, but temperatures hovered for hours around zero and rose only slightly above that through the day. And the windchill made it feel even colder: between 20 and 30 below zero.

The speed with which hypothermia sets in and the severity of its effect depends on how cold the air is, how much of the body is exposed and how long it is exposed, Esposito said.

"The metabolism of the brain starts to slow down," he said. "The level of consciousness declines over a period of time. And heart rate and respiration are compromised."

Still, a baby left out in the cold might survive for hours, Esposito said.

On Monday, police were canvassing the neighborhood to find the mother, asking church officials and residents if anyone fit the description of a woman about to give birth. They appealed to anyone with information to call 312-746-8252.

Church officials said if no one claims the baby, they will give it a Christian burial.

Hayes, who presided over mass for 10 parishioners just 30 minutes after learning of the baby on the step, did not mention the discovery during the church's regular morning service--though he offered a silent prayer for the baby as he stood at the front of the church.

"You pray for all the dead," McQuinn said.

But the tragedy echoed through the church despite Hayes' discretion; the monsignor found he had to ignore the voices of detectives and other law officers gathered in the entryway of the church as he said mass.

"They talked all through the mass," Hayes said.

News of the baby's discovery made the rounds quickly in this heavily Hispanic neighborhood, where the scraping of shovels prevailed Monday and residents used wooden chairs and other pieces of furniture to mark off the hard-won parking spaces excavated along the narrow streets.

Jose Soto, who manages a clothing store on West 26th Street, crossed himself when he heard.

"It's horrible," said Irene Alvarez, a cashier at Lalo's restaurant nearby. "He was so little, so helpless."

"It's too sad," said John Padilla, a Chicago Water Department employee, shaking his head in dismay. "We (Latinos) are family people--we're about children. This is just hard to accept."

Many figured it was the mother's upbringing.

"She must have very bad parents that she can't ask them for help," said Luis Vigo, owner of Durango Furniture on the corner of Keeler Avenue and 26th Street.

"Parents are not as strict as they used to be," said Maria Lara, owner of Delara's unisex hair salon, just down the block. "They don't instill the right values."

But however horrified the neighbors were, the tragedy did not seem to alter the normal rhythm of life in Little Village.

The front doors of the church where the baby had been found remained locked. Enrique Valadez could see them clearly through the big, picture window in his house across Keeler.

"It's very plausible here," Valadez said of the abandoned baby as he stood inside the house he is remodeling, applying wood putty to a knife.

"It's a quiet neighborhood, but there are a lot of things going on."

Thirteen children live in one of the apartments near the church, McQuinn said.

Still, Eloisa Valadez said wistfully: "If someone were to knock on my door and tell me, 'You want baby?' I would take it in."

McQuinn, a young man with thick hair and gray eyes, is not unfamiliar with the tragedy of death among children. Ordained in 1991, he has said last rights over stillborn children at the request of anguished parents. And he spent six years at a church in Humboldt Park.

"We had our share of rock and roll stuff--shootings and things. But this is terrible." he said.

As he stood Monday afternoon at the foot of the stairs where the baby was found, McQuinn heard a neighborhood boy call out from across the street.

"Hi, Father Peter," shouted 10-year-old Jose Gallegos as he shoveled snow feverishly in his yard.

"What you digging?" McQuinn called brightly.

"I'm making mountains," Jose said. "Did someone find a baby in the church?"

McQuinn didn't hesitate. Yes, he said, mater-of-factly. A baby was found on the front steps.

"Was he frozen and stuff?"

"Yeah. He was frozen and stuff," the priest said.

Smiling ruefully, McQuinn turned to go back into the church, his shoulders hunched against the bitter cold.

And, softly, he muttered:

"Out of the mouths of babes."

