
   As an athlete I have completed a respectable number of long distance endurance events 
including a full distance Ironman. All of them different, capturing all different levels of 
physical endurance and mental emotions, and with the exception of snow, in every 
possible type of weather condition. On May 1, 2011 my training schedule had me set to 
add yet another event, the LI marathon to this list. But instead, I had the opportunity to do 
something special that I just could not pass on. 
   I feel blessed in the fact that I can say running 10K or 6.2 miles is easy for me. In fact I 
do it quite often. But on this day I ran in a 10K race as part of the LI marathon with my 
step son Frankie Pitti. Frankie is both physically and mentally challenged, and running is 
not easy for him.  Frankie has an undiagnosed syndrome which affects almost every 
organ system in his body, and a medical history that at the age of 14 some of us will 
never even come close to in our lifetime. Frankie started running with the Rolling 
Thunder special needs program about two years ago, but took some time away to 
complete various medical tests for probable future surgical procedures he will need. 
   Frankie’s longest running event to date has been 4 miles. On this day the weather 
conditions were perfect, and Frankie and I were ready to run his first 10K race wearing 
the yellow /dark blue colors of Team Courage.  The race started promptly at 8am and 
Frankie and I stayed to the side to let the initial wave of runners go by. I wore a back 
pack filled with Frankie fuel: apple juice, goldfish crackers and a banana. Also in the bag 
was his inhaler to be administered around 9 am. As we stood there, I think most thought 
we were just spectators, but I could see the wonder in the eyes of some… why did we 
have race bibs on? When I saw an opening, we jumped in. 
   The first tap on my shoulder came within the first half mile as we rose up the slight 
incline of the Charles Lindbergh Blvd. going at a Frankie pace. A Frankie pace is not 
fast, it’s not quite a walk or a jog, it’s what I call a Frankie pace, and for Frankie it is 
running. At first I thought the tap was someone wanting to just get around us, but as the 
person ran by, Frankie and I got a “thumbs up” and a “great job guys, you’re awesome”. 
The taps on my shoulder kept coming, We heard other words of encouragement, such as 
“God bless you”, “way to go Dad” and “ you guys are what its all about” Some didn’t say 
anything, and the tap on the shoulder with the thumbs up that followed simply said it all. 
   We took one mile at a time and stopped only briefly for apple juice sips and his inhaler 
treatment. We then branched off from the half and full runners at mile 2.5 as we made a 
right onto Salisbury Park Drive. From there to mile 4.5 where our 10K course met up 
with the other runner’s again, it was just me and Frankie.  
Our conversation went something like this:             
Frankie: When can we get to mile 3?                                      
Tony:   Soon, we just passed mile 2 ½. 
Frankie:  I want to go to mile 2 again. 
Tony:  We have to go to mile 3 first. 
Frankie:  And then what? 
Tony:   Then we go to mile 4 
Frankie:   When can I get to mile 4? 
Tony:   After mile 3. 
Frankie:  And then what? 
Tony:   Then we get to mile 5 
Frankie:  And then I can hear Terry? 



Tony:     No we can’t hear Terry until we finish. 
Frankie:   I want to go to mile 2 again. Is Terry at mile 2? 
Tony:      No Terry is at mile 6.2, the finish line. 
Frankie:   When can we get to mile 3? 
   At mile 4 when Frankie asked the Police officer standing alone on the corner if he knew 
where Terry was, I started feeling like Frankie and I were Bud Abbott and Lou Costello 
doing one of their comedy routines. The Terry Frankie was speaking of is Terry Bisogno, 
the official voice of the Long Island finish line. 
   At mile 4.5 we made the right onto Carman Avenue as we joined back in with the half 
and full distance runners. The taps on my shoulder began again and some of them were 
the same people who passed us in the beginning of our race. I only wish they were 
tapping on Frankie’s shoulder so he would know, but somehow with each tap I grasped 
his hand more firmly and so I think he did know. 
   At mile 5 we were back in the park, made our one and only bathroom stop, grabbed a 
final sip of apple juice and headed towards the finish.  Frankie was going to do this! 
   At about mile 6, Team Courage came in behind us and gave us an escort just short of 
the finish line where I went to the side, took off my back pack, removed my marathon bib 
and put down the apple juice box I was carrying. This moment was to be all about 
Frankie and that is what I wanted. As we neared the finish line I yelled over to the 
announcer’s booth, “Hey Terry, look who’s here! As Terry announced Frankie’s name, a 
big smile came to his face, and he let out a Frankie growl. My allergies started kicking in. 
   It was a major accomplishment for Frankie as we crossed the finish line in 2:22. 
“When do I get my medal? Frankie then asked me. I reluctantly had to tell him that they 
did not give any medals for the 10K race. “When can I get my medal”, he kept asking.  
As we continued walking back to the Team Courage tent a young runner came up to me 
and asked why Frankie did not have a medal. I explained to him that we only did the 10K 
race. He proceeded to take off his half marathon medal and said “here he can have mine”. 
They say a picture can say a thousand words, and Frankie’s grin from ear to ear as he 
held the medal in his hands made this experience a moment for me to treasure. 
   On behalf of Frankie, I want to thank my wife Jen Howard, Frankie’s mom and his 
guardian angel. She is his true inspiration as well as mine. I would like to thank our 
friend, Pat Lafontaine, founder of Companions in Courage for his dedication to giving 
courage, friendship, and compassion in support of those children and families who are 
overcoming illness and life-threatening obstacles. I would, and I know that everyone in 
the CIC family wish to thank the Isenberg Family for their generosity towards this event. 
I want to thank that young runner who so graciously gave his medal to Frankie. My hope 
is that you may read this and know what an important gesture that was to him. 
I would like to thank those who took a moment to actually stop and encourage Frankie 
along the way, Barbara Cronin-Stagnari, Jane Groneman-Kinsella, and Karen Potenza, as 
well as all the countless runners who gave a “shoulder tap”, “thumbs up” and “way to go” 
Of course Frankie’s day was made complete when our friend Jimmy Johnson, CIC 
foundation director declared Frankie his hero of the day. Thanks JJ.  
   For those of you who do not know Frankie, in his own world, Frankie does a marathon 
every day, and on this particular day he added 6.2 miles to it. 

Frankie you are my hero too. 
                                           Tony Sforza 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


