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No family but many tears for stillborn

Church buries baby found on its steps

Scuffing through the dirty snow, a tall man in black made his way earlier this week to a children's clothing store amid the bridal shops and liquor stores on West 26th Street, bought a white satin baptismal gown for a baby and returned so that his brother might dress the little boy.

With thumbs bigger around than the infant's wrists, Bob Marik cinched a diaper on the baby and tugged him gently into the new gown in which he would be buried. 

The baby, laid to rest Friday, now lies in Grave 5, Section P, Block 8, Lot 14 of Queen of Heaven Cemetery in suburban Hillside. But beneath the cold, snowy earth and the white lid of the coffin and the white blanket and the white baptismal gown, the baby wears something else courtesy of funeral director Bob Marik and his brother, Frank:

A one-piece undergarment decorated with the words, "I love Mommy."

What Marik doesn't know, what remains a mystery, is who the baby's mother is. Or where she might have been as the baby was buried.

Whoever left him in a tiny snowdrift on the steps outside Epiphany Catholic Church's front door early Jan. 4 continued to stay away Friday--even as the baby was laid to rest, closing the book on a story that began with the horrifying discovery of the boy's body on a bitter cold morning.

"Lord, where were you the morning of Monday, Jan. 4?" Rev. Peter McQuinn said softly.

In the absence of parents or any other relatives, it was the priest who named the boy--El Nino Jesus, McQuinn called him, which is Spanish for the baby Jesus. And it was a stranger who carried him in his coffin: the parishioner who found the stillborn baby while opening Epiphany for 8 a.m. mass.

"Our young brother barely had any time in this life, in this world," McQuinn told those assembled at Epiphany for the baby's funeral.

His words echoed in the big, cold church.

"But even in a short time, how he affected people all over the city."

About 25 mostly Spanish-speaking parishioners from Epiphany, on the edge of the Little Village neighborhood on Chicago's West Side, attended the funeral--ducking into the stone church from beneath a pallid sky and kicking snow off their boots.

About 30 teenagers from the 7th- and 8th-grade classes at Epiphany's next-door school came too. There were, in the church, scattered sniffles--but only from the chill of a Chicago winter.

"I think it was quiet because there was no family," funeral director Frank Marik said.

The little processional that marched solemnly up the center aisle of the church to begin the funeral included Jacinto Rojas and his wife, Rosa. Jacinto Rojas is the parishioner who found the baby on the top step. Stiffly, he carried the tiny coffin--"Like a big shoe box," McQuinn thought to himself--in front of him as his wife walked at his side, one hand on the coffin.

For Jacinto Rojas, who found the baby, the funeral was closure.

"I feel good," he said in Spanish, "that after finding the child at the door of the church, I will now bring him into the church to celebrate the sacrament."

As McQuinn sprinkled baptismal water, the confluence of life and death flowed for a moment in a church where a baby's christening and funeral had been joined in one ceremony.

At birth, the boy weighed almost 6 1/2 pounds and measured 19 inches long. When Jacinto Rojas found the newborn infant, the baby was wearing an oversize diaper and was wrapped in a woman's pink robe and blue sweater.

He thought the small bundle was a parcel of clothes for a drive for the needy sponsored by church youth. But inside was a baby with a thatch of matted, black hair.

Though it seemed, at first, that the boy may have frozen to death overnight on the steps, it was quickly determined that he been stillborn.

For a week, the church and the Cook County medical examiner's office waited to see if the parents would come forward. The tiny, blotchy-gray baby--thought to be Hispanic--lay tagged with a wristband marked UNK for "unknown." It was Case No. 064, January 1999 for the medical examiner, whose office handles about 35 to 40 indigent burials every two months--including stillborns and fetuses, which usually are buried more than 20 to a coffin.

Chicago police continued to search for the parents even after the autopsy showed that this was not a criminal case.

Meanwhile, a city in winter adopted the dead child, and soon priests and funeral directors and parishioners were working together, determined to give the baby a proper burial with his own coffin if no parents turned up.

"It restores your faith in humanity," McQuinn said.

Frank and Bob Marik donated their services, including the coffin, the clothing, the hearse and the gravesite--which was purchased by Frank Marik & Sons Funeral Home in the baby section of Queen of Heaven.

"We have a section devoted to infants, with a shrine to the Holy Innocents," said Ted Ratajczyk, cemetery manager. The section, known as Babyland, is in a relatively new part of the cemetery where the trees are mostly young and small.

"But someday they'll be a lot larger than they are now," Ratajczyk said.

