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        Vinnie is an old fart from Hoboken, New Jersey.

      

        

      
        A city of mozzarella, cheesesteak sandwiches, and freshly sliced gabagool.

      

        

      
        A city of kneecappers, knuckleheads, meat-cutters, and dockworkers.

      

        

      
        When a bad ticker nearly kills Vinnie dead, he wises up. He resolves to get healthy, once and for all.

      

        

      
        He does what any gentlemen of a certain age would do to reverse the long, undignified slide to Fat City.

      

        

      
        He starts to dance.

      

        

      
        Now everyone on this side of the Hudson River hates his guts.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com
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      Morning has come to Hoboken and the commuters are going to work. Men and women in suits hustle along sidewalks, hop out of cars, bounce down bus steps, and stream past turnstiles. Their faces are tense, ferocious blanks. I’m going to work, the faces say, get the fuck out of my way.

      This is the endless weekday parade. Five days a week you can watch this happen. You can watch the spots where all those people converge—two yawning holes in the ground known as the Port Authority Trans-Hudson train station. PATH, for short. A bathtub drain sucking down people in pinstripes and raincoats.

      There, amid the cabbies and news vendors and bus drivers who cluster around this busy spot, you’ll find Vinnie DeSanto, too.

      Every weekday, from 7:00 a.m. to noon, and again from 3:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m., Vinnie DeSanto, seventy-five, stands at the entrance to a parking lot at the convergence of Hudson Street and Hudson Place. “How long you gonna be?” he asks, again and again. He uses a grease pencil to write on a card in his hand, and he sticks the card in the car’s windshield. “Leave it here, leave it here,” he goes. “Ten dollars.” Ten hours a day he does this: collects money, makes the change, keeps the flow of traffic into the lot down to a manageable flow so Ramon in the back can run up, hop in each car, slip it into a waiting spot, and boom—run back again to pick up another car. Ramon Aguilar, twenty-three, and Vinnie will park and unpark more than 180 cars today. At ten bucks a pop, that’s—what?—$1,800 a day, maybe more if someone leaves early and you get another customer. In a week...ah, do the math yourself. It’s a nice piece of change. But neither Vinnie nor Ramon owns this lot. They work for a private owner, some lucky sonavabitch who actually owns a piece of prime Hoboken real estate right near the PATH station, down by the Hudson River.

      “It’s not a bad job,” Vinnie tells me that morning in September. I had come across the river to check things out after a two-graf story had run in the Post, catching my eye and my editor’s interest. “The tips are good. People figure that if they slip you a little extra, you’ll watch the car. In the winter it gets cold, but whaddaya gonna do? I go in the shed when the rush is over and watch some TV. Hey, it’s a living, you know what I’m saying?”

      DeSanto talks like a guy who’s got better things to do than bullshit with reporters like me. He looks like what he is: a retired longshoreman and WWII vet trying to make a little cash under the table. The fact that he’s making cash under the table and happy to discuss it tells you a little about Vinnie and maybe more about Hoboken. Vinnie’s face is sunburnt and leathery, his teeth yellow but still intact. He is powerfully built for a seventy-five-year-old man. His waist is thin, his shoulders straight, his biceps thick under his shirt. When he shakes your hand your knees buckle. Hey, uh, Vinnie, you might ask, you work out? Vinnie laughs, asks if you got a couple hours to talk. He’d love nothing more than to tell you the story of his amazing body and how it got him into trouble.

      He loves to stop and chat, but can’t you see he’s working? He’s gotta keep the rhythm going, writing up tickets, directing traffic into the lot, moving this way and that, his spry little legs seeming to roll him around the lot like he’s pacing the deck of a ship, or the old Hoboken docks themselves.

      He wears work boots and a dark blue jumpsuit with stenciled white letters that read: Hoboken Parking Authority. That’s odd, you see, because Vinnie no longer parks cars for the Hoboken Parking Authority. But each day he wears his old uniform just to piss off his old employers, who run the three-story garage just across the street.

      In August of this year, Vinnie DeSanto, father of two, grandfather of three, taxpayer, onetime Teamster and WWII vet, filed a $20 million lawsuit against the city of Hoboken, where he was born and raised, charging city hall with age, racial, and sexual discrimination. “Everything in the book,” he says. “Fuckers deserve it.”

      As we stand talking, a pickup truck driven by a couple of young construction workers in their twenties chugs past Vinnie’s post. The guy in the passenger seat leans out and yells, “Hey, faggot!”

      A few stunned commuters look up and keep walking.

      DeSanto shakes his head. “See what I got to contend with over here? Fucking kids get that from their parents.”

      So this is Vinnie’s story. It’s a story of changing times and changing values in a place called Hoboken.

      
      In the old days, when he worked the docks, they used to call him “LaFortezza”—the Strong One. Visit Wilma & Mookie’s bar some Saturday afternoon and ask the old timers about Vinnie DeSanto; they’ll set down their two-buck Budweisers long enough to tell you the score. Vinnie? Jesus, everyone knew Vinnie. The guy used to be something of a character. His wife, Matilda, God rest her soul, was a little shy, but Vinnie was a real card. Always telling jokes, flirting with the secretaries in the shipping company offices, always making folks laugh. Even when they were in their fifties, Vinnie and Matilda would take the train into the city for a dinner and dance. Spend a weekend night tooling around the floor to the tunes of Harry James or Tommy Dorsey. Folks say Vinnie was the one with all the energy. Matilda, poor thing, she got dragged along for the ride. But they had fun, those crazy kids. Vinnie was everything a Hoboken Italian was supposed to be—strong, charming, fiercely loyal to his people. Why, he was a charter member of Hoboken’s Società Moliseani, one of the city’s countless social clubs where paisans gather to play cards, watch TV, and sit on their asses in peace.

      All that went to shit when Matilda died. Cancer. Vinnie had been in and out of work over the years, his fortunes rising and falling with the Hoboken waterfront, and folks worried about him living all alone in that little brownstone at Adams Street. At night neighbors would hear the sounds of those old Sinatra tunes playing in the basement. Christ, the thought of poor Vinnie sitting down there in the dark listening to “For the Lonely” just about choked you up. If he wasn’t listening to the Chairman, he sat in front of the TV. He packed on weight, stuffed his face. He used to be a wiry, nimble guy, maybe five-eight, one-sixty. After his wife’s death he ballooned out to well over two hundred pounds.

      About this time, Carol, his oldest child, was going through a divorce and moving back home, bringing her daughter, Antonette. A registered nurse, Carol alternated between the early morning and day shifts at St. Francis Hospital in Jersey City. Despite her exhausting workload and the kid, she was able to care for Vinnie, leaving him lunch in the fridge when she knew she wouldn’t be home during the day. She tried to get him to eat better, take care of himself, lose the weight.

      Occasionally, father and daughter fought bitterly.

      Luckily for Vinnie, Carol was home on December 9, 1995, when Vinnie, then seventy-three, felt chest pains while sitting on the can. Carol called the paramedics, who whisked him away. Two weeks and an angioplasty later, a bitter, shrunken Vinnie was home on Adams Street recuperating from the biggest scare of his life.

      Vinnie could see that God was not fucking around. Either he changed his act or he was dead. With the help of his son Johnny, a construction worker, Vinnie started exercising. Walking. Lifting some weights. Joined a gym in town. He took the high road to health, and in the words of Mr. Sinatra, he did it his way.

      He started dancing again.

      This part of his metamorphosis didn’t come to light until last spring, when a couple of the town’s arts groups got together to host a something billed as a “multimedia evening of music, dance, and poetry.”

      A few things you need to know about Hoboken. It’s a racially mixed town, but only three colors matter to city hall: red, white, and green. The tricolore. As far as the town fathers are concerned, the local artists and writers are on a par with the town’s sizable but nearly invisible population of blacks and Hispanics, only worse. So something the weirdos put together was going to be largely ignored, except that some genius came up with the enticing title:

      
        
        Sinatra Night

        A Celebration of Hoboken’s Hometown Hero

        in Words, Poetry, Movement

      

      

      At the mention of Ol’ Blue Eyes, the town’s coffers opened, eyes popped, doors swung wide. Suddenly the group’s organizer, the dancer/choreographer Trey Labe, was no longer looking at squeezing performers and audience in the cramped pews and quarters of the town’s only Unitarian Church on Park Avenue, but smack-dab in the spacious, reputable venue of Hoboken High Auditorium. Sponsors were found. Local eateries put up booths outside the school, doing what Hoboken does best—feed people.

      Unlike its neighbor across the river, New York City, Hoboken is not what you’d call an exporter of international culture. Food and drink are the town’s obsessions. Four-star restaurants in Manhattan vie for Hoboken bread. The town’s homemade mozzarella is legendary. Out-of-town businessmen are bused in on hotel courtesy vans to gorge themselves on twenty-four-ounce steaks at Pallie’s or seafood pasta at the Fatted Clam. During World Cup soccer, the town’s pubs are packed with immigrant Brits and Irishmen, nursing pints of Guinness and sucking down meat pies, bangers and mash, and fish and chips.

      On Sinatra Night, all the Hoboken food was there for the taking: zeppoles and sausage-and-pepper heroes and brasciole and gyros and souvlaki and cannoli from Brooklyn and greasy breads stuffed with eggplant, mushroom, and mozzarella. They had curly fries and Texas taters and butterfly fries and cotton
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