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Living Underground

Marlene Matteson was the person least likely to
mourn the death of Johnnie “Big Cat” Williams, leader of the
Magquis Park Kings, the local neighborhood gang. Marlene knew
firsthand the destruction that gang activity could bring upon
families. A mother of three, she was also a widower as a result of
the gangland slaying of her own husband. “My husband died like
[Big Cat] did,” she said, noting the similarities of Billy Matteson’s
murder in 1992 and Big Cat’s fall on a cold, blustery morning in
2003. “Big Cat never knew what hit him. Just like my Billy. Came
up on his back, shot him when he wasn’t looking. Probably didn’t
feel nothing” Both Billy Matteson and Big Cat were slain late at
night, in the presence of their bodyguards, who were also injured.
The killers were never found.

Marlene Matteson accepted the news of Big Cat’s murder with
a mixture of relief and apprehension. As the president of the 1700
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20  Off the Books

urban renewal and housing construction, philanthropic invest-

ment and community development, would follow to integrate tha

disenfranchised. America’s concern in the nineties for the dispos-
sessed black inner city, seeing in it a form of existence that must
be razed and then restored, is really part of a long history of in-
veighing against and expressing moral outrage at how the minor-
ity poor live.
In the midst of this public clamor and sometimes self-righ-
teous inspection, Maquis Park and many other alienated and
poor black communities perdure. Though not always in full mea-
sure and in comfort and security, households manage. Parents
feed and clothe children, chaos does not rule, and people experi-
ence joy and see beauty. Residents deal with problems, like crime
and delinquency, even if their ways of coping and maintaining
social order do not receive much attention, And, as this book
contends, an important dimension of their daily struggle to cre-
ate a habitable place to live and work has occurred behind the
scenes. Their labor takes place with resources amassed in the un-
derground economy. Their work to restore order and keep Ma-
quis Park safe and secure takes place often outside government
agencies that can be, at varying times, neglectful and begrudg-
ing in allocating resources, yet spiteful in the drive to police and
punish. Their collective labors have coalesced largely outside the
watchful eye of media and scholars, for whom the tragedies of
poverty have perhaps justifiably attracted more attention than the
simple and remarkable ways in which people actually tend to
their affairs in such environs. This book is about making visible

these everyday “shady” efforts by Magquis Park residents to main-
tain their community.
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*"Home at Work

Marlene Matteson,
«Bird” Harris are Maquis Park’s “socc
the 1700 block of South Maryland A
three-bedroom house that requires r
they cannot afford and that their lan
a cold, clammy April morning, they
to clear debris. In a few hours, their ¢
games and climbing trees. As they
crack cocaine receptacles, newspaper
about their children, the week that h

is dawning.

The three women often remark or
for example, earns her living as a
along Maquis Park’s main thorough
town streets. Eunice works in the f




