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The Pony 

A short work of fiction by Paolo Biron  

 

Introduction 

 

The story of a  man emigrated from Italy in 1953 looking for a better life.  

Meeting his wife to be, via correspondence, then settling with her on the western 

coast of Canada,  begins a new life and a new family.  Trying to teach his family 

what  he lived and learned as a child, while understanding that their situation is 

quite different, he finds creative and interesting ways to share lessons from his 

past.  Eventually, approaching an impasse he is ill equipped to move clearly 

forward.  His life becomes confusing and increasingly challenging.  He dies at 

the age of 59 and is dearly missed. 
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Home 

 

Ok kids, time to get off the pony. 

There was no way for us to imagine that this would be our last ride ever. 

 

I remember Papa, his thick wrists and strong fingers holding tightly as he 

repeatedly drove the steel into the ground until it was set deep enough to ensure 

no escape.  However, sometimes Taffy got the best of that situation, and we’d 

have to go pick him up at the S.P.C.A. down by the lake.  It was always an 

entertaining excursion, especially seeing the faces of people retrieving their dogs 

and cats watch us, as we’d load Taffy into the truck, the looks of disapproval on 

the faces of the parents and envy on the faces of their children. Everyone knows 

one should not have animals of this size in the suburbs, even though Taffy was 

pretty small.   

 

 We got preferred service, having the only pony in Burnaby.  The S.P.C.A. would 

call us personally if they found him wandering in the mall parking lot or up near 

the skating rink. A brief reprieve from  the monotony of a suburban dog-catcher. 
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We kept Taffy for many years, he came to be one of the family.  Taffy was pretty 

good natured for a Shetland, and spent the greater part of his summers, tied to 

the steel, grazing in the empty lot next to our house, biting the grass to its roots 

in a perfect circle as far as his tether would reach.  The lot, during the summer 

months,  mimicked  the crop circle formations later discovered in the U.K. When 

we saw the first news reports, we immediately knew this was no mystery.  

 

Probably just someone with a pony we’d murmur. 

 

In the spring, my brother and sister would saddle Taffy up and use me as a 

guinea pig cowboy, convincing me that it was an honor to have the first ride.  It 

usually ended in tears and me in the dirt.   

 

Enter Father.   His stature allowed him to sit on our noble steed with both feet 

planted firmly on the ground, he held him long enough to clear Taffy of his 

winter cobwebs and  consent to the occasional burden. 

 

 

Taffy would spend his nights in the barn in the back yard.  Well we called it a 

back yard but is didn’t really resemble any of our neighbors’ yards at all.   
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Living in the suburbs just outside Vancouver,  close enough to get the university 

radio station and to ride our bikes downtown but far enough to have the last 

piece of land zoned “light agricultural” we lived an uncommon existence.  The 

back yard consisted of two lots side by each with a white wooden perimeter 

fence like you might find on any ranch, there were all kinds of trees from Alder, 

Hazelnut, Maple and Cedar back there.  There was an old tall Cedar tree at the 

very back of the property near  the fence.  If you climbed high enough you could 

watch the goings on of the whole neighborhood.  Taffy spent most of the winter 

months back there in the barn that Papa built, or wandering amongst the trees in 

the winter months.  At night Taffy always slept in the barn. 

 

Behind the house was the garage, it was a two-car garage, one side was closed off 

and used to store Taffy’s hay in the front part,  there was a  little room that was 

left at the back. Attached to the back of the garage were the chicken coops, only 

one actually ever had chickens in it.  The non-chicken chicken coop had a little 

concrete makeshift pond in it which most of the time was dry and filled with 

dirt, that coop, from time to time housed ducks, I remember once there was also 

a big white goose.  In the part of the garage where the car was sometimes parked, 
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at the back against the wall, was the big plywood box that held the chicken feed 

and rabbit pellets. Above that was the quails’ cage.   

 

Along one side of the garage was a covered area supported by posts, with a 

green corrugated fiberglass roof.  It was a great place to be when it rained.  Papa 

and I liked to stand together watching the rain fall, just something we both liked 

to do I guess.  It seemed somehow warm, might have been the company of the 

rabbits that were housed in cages along the wall, or maybe the sound of the rain 

trying to pound it’s way through the fiberglass but never succeeding, somehow 

made you feel safe.  And it was safe, comparatively speaking, because right 

through the door beside those very cages was the killing room, we didn’t 

actually call it the killing room but that’s what it was.  It housed the dangerous 

things like shovels, rakes and the axes.  The tools were always supposed to be 

put in their place, we were encouraged to use them if we wanted but they had to 

go “back in their place”.   Sometimes the hatchet could be found  in the house 

near the fireplace downstairs to chop kindling.  Most of the time the hatchet lived 

in the killing room.  

 

 There was an old dark wooden box with a rusty lock on it up on the high shelf.  

It was papa’s old rifle, he hadn’t hunted in years, it was covered in cobwebs and 
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we knew instinctively that it was never to be touched.  There were no other 

locks, except maybe the bathroom door but that one we had fun opening it with 

a shish-kebab skewer, Papa didn’t like things that locked. 

 

The small and medium rabbits were in cages on stilts along the wall with wire 

mesh doors, made out of plywood.  Papa built everything.  The big ones lived in 

modified shopping carts, they were kept for breeding and it was not 

recommended we play with those ones as they tended to be a little more 

aggressive and had very long sharp claws.  Papa would come in pretty cut up 

sometimes from handling them.  The shopping carts that were used to make 

cages had been abandoned in the ditch that ran along the street in the front of the 

house, it always bothered him that he had taken them from their rightful owner 

even though there wasn’t a store within 5 miles of our house,  they had been 

obviously abandoned.  This would always bother him though, Papa thought of 

himself as an honest man.   

 

One day as a young teenager I had come home with a little red toolbox with a 

couple of rusted wrenches inside, I had stolen it from the back of a pickup 

parked at the university.  Papa asked me where I got it, I lied and said I bought it 

from a friend.  He knew I was lying.  I could tell he was very upset but he 
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couldn’t prove anything so he kept it in.  He thought back to the shopping cart 

cages.   

 

Then there was Kim.  Kim was a pure bred German Sheppard.   She was, like 

Taffy,  part of the family, they were sort of “untouchables” you could say.  She 

lived mostly  free-range, next to the garage she had her doghouse and a good 

covered space.  Kim liked to chase Taffy, sometimes she would run into the back-

yard and chase Taffy in circles for an hour or so until they were both panting, 

Taffy loved it, broke the monotony, they were good old friends. We all liked to 

lean against the fence and watch them run in the summer evenings.  Neighbors 

would come by with carrots and apples for Taffy. Everyone was always 

welcome. 
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The Parents 

Papa was a stonemason, he had not always been, he came over from Italy and 

worked on the rail roads as a mechanic, traveled a bit to New York and even 

went to the 67 Expo opening in Montreal. He always sent a postcard home to his 

mom and it always read the same. 

 

   

Saluti 

Adriano 

 

His mother kept every one. 

 

 

 

 

 He later worked for a construction company erecting high-rises and doing the 

stone facades and interiors, cutting, polishing and placing the grand lobbies of 
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the banks and office building of the rapidly emergent city of Vancouver. He 

learned quickly and was put in charge of the new machines arriving from Italy.  

He was good at what he did.   It was early in those years that he was introduced 

to his wife to be.  A friend of his knew a woman in Italy and thought it would be 

a good idea for them to write, they wrote for two years and a day.  

 

 They fell in love.  

 

 He went to Italy and spent some time with her and they were married.  They 

came together to Vancouver and executed their plan to start a family, and once 

they had enough money, move back to Italy. They never went back though, Papa 

was well paid as a foreman at that time working long hours, but even long after 

they had enough money to go, they stayed.  Papa loved Canada.  

 

His childhood was difficult, after WWII life was very hard, they were poor and 

there was no work.  When his wife to be came for the first time to visit his 

parents in Possagno, in the north east of Italy, he would be embarrassed about 

his family and his home.  For dinner they had boiled eggs and steamed 

asparagus, that was the best they had.  Mamma had come from a big farm just 

south of there where they had good arable land and lived an easier life. 
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Mamma encouraged him to buy a house, then another, eventually they found the 

bigger property and ended up there, it had potential.  Papa wanted his kids to 

learn the skills he had learned as a child.  He valued a more hands on approach 

to life, as that was what he knew.  He could build anything it seemed, part 

carpenter, blacksmith, mechanic, mathematician, engineer, botanist, arborist, 

philosopher, wine maker, distiller, hunter, gatherer and mason.  He knew his 

children would be presented with great opportunities unlike anything he could 

even imagine.  He also wanted us to know about his humble life and the lessons 

that lay within that humility.  Papa was a humble man.  He was too solemn and 

too stubborn to just tell us though, we needed to find out for ourselves.  The 

animals and the land would provide an environment where we could discover. 

 

  He came to Canada with an idea of how things should be done.  We would 

observe, if we wanted to and if you showed interest he might explain or share an 

idea or just let you watch.  It made him very happy when we showed interest but 

there were many things we didn’t really care about.  We wanted to play with our 

friends, ride our bikes in the neighborhood, have water-fights and such.  He 

didn’t seem to mind. He understood we were living in different times and that 

all he could do is give us the opportunity, not to force things upon us.  It was his 
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way.  It worked well when we were younger but as we approached adolescence 

and began to plan our lives for ourselves things became more difficult for him. 

 

He wanted us to know what he knew about breeding, raising, keeping, 

slaughtering and eating animals but he didn’t really like the slaughtering part so 

there was not so much attention paid to that.  He wanted us to be independent, 

capable, and skilled.  We were encouraged to come and see the baby bunnies and 

chicks when they were born and watch him separate them from their mother 

because she might kill them.  He used to hunt, but gave that up long before we 

came along.  He would kill, clean and skin the rabbits but never really let us 

watch, if you asked you could though. I only asked once.  It was surreal and in 

some ways disappointing.  He was torn and didn’t really know it. On one hand 

he wanted us to know what his life had been like, on the other he understood 

that this was not there.   Papa lived in some ways as he had as a young man in 

Italy but in the suburbs in western Canada.   

 

I remember the day we named dinner…  well the day we realized that dinner 

had a name.  It’s hard to explain, we knew that dinner was at times the rabbits 

from the cages or the Quails in the garage but there was some sort of disconnect 

and it did not seem that it was that we didn’t really watch the killing and 
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cleaning part.  But one evening at the dinner table I asked to anyone who was 

listening, a somewhat rhetorical question.  Is this Gord?  We named all the 

rabbits with reddish fur gord, in homage to Gord Rigby and the Rigby’s in 

general, we had done it for years.  Most of the others remained nameless.  

Mamma turned to me with a somewhat guilty and deceptive look and tone and 

said, no.   She knew there were no more secrets, no need to admit.  Papa said 

nothing.  The cat was out of the bag.  Not that we didn’t eat rabbit again after 

that but eventually the cages were emptied and there were no more bunnies to 

play with.  Papa kept a couple of older ones around, more like pets. 

 

 

There were some things that just weren’t really quite right done in the suburbs.   

 

However, like many families in the suburbs, there were things that were not 

quite right. 
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The Neighborhood 

 

The Palmieri’s lived behind us on the crescent and had a little Honda 50 

motorcycle. With Taffy tied up in the front yard we had the back to turn into a 

dirt track.  Papa hated motorcycles and would not allow us to have one of our 

own  but he was flexible enough to let us ride theirs, I don’t think he ever really 

liked it that much though.  Mr.  Palmieri was the child of Italian immigrants and 

owned a successful paving company.  His wife Rose did the accounting for him 

and took care of the home.  They were a little more white bread than us having 

been in Canada one generation longer but they could not compare to the Rigby’s 

a few doors down, they were as white as wonderbreadtm. My brother Marco was 

best friends with Gord Rigby and kept that friendship into adulthood.  Rigby 

was the name mamma put on the emergency contact information form for  

school.  They were red haired and freckled, had all their grandparents living in 

the city who were pale and old and “normal”, or as we liked to refer to them, 

“Canadian” They were all good people and we were lucky to have them as 

friends and neighbors. 
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The parents all knew each other, and from time to time Mamma would go over 

for coffee, or Mrs. Rigby would come over for lunch.  I only saw Papa there once, 

at the Rigby’s grandparent’s 50th anniversary party.   

 

We would play at all the houses, each one had a different selection of available 

activities, the Rigby’s being a hockey family had the sticks, and tennis balls for 

street hockey, the Palmieri’s had that weird orange rubber bouncy thing with 

handles on it’s head, and we had bunnies and lots of room to dig holes and build 

forts and hide from everyone.  Marc Palmieri, my best friend at the time, and I 

built a platform just big enough for the two of us to sit on, high in the big cedar 

tree in the back,   we would sit up there in the late afternoons watching the 

Phillips’ yard and Bouchers yard to see if we could get a glimpse of their 

daughters.  We’d stay up there until the voices of our mothers calling us for 

dinner became shrill, but not yet angry, then we would descend and say our 

goodbyes only to reconvene as soon as we could get that last morsel off the 

dinner plate and get permission to go out again.   Can I go play with Mark?  I’d 

ask.  Don’t come home too late.  And don’t go too far! Mamma would reply, we 

knew that meant not after dark, however the allowed distance from the house 

was unclear, I don’t think mamma really understood how far a couple of pre 

teens could get from home.  It was like any neighborhood In most ways. 
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Fire 

 

 

 

Papa understood the value of a fresh start.  Life can be a bit like a quilting, a 

patchwork of life experiences sewn together with the fabric and threads of day to 

day, some are better at it than others and in the end get a finer quilt, but there 

will always be parts of it one would have liked to do differently.  A quilt 

however can be taken apart and re-sewn.  Relationships are not so easily undone 

and rebuilt.  Papa’s solutions to the complications in the physical world were 

sometimes easily managed by fire. 

 

2 days a year the Municipality of Burnaby would allow open fires.  “Burning 

day” for us was better than an Easter egg hunt!  We had the space, so most 

people would bring their burnables to our yard and we would have a massive 
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bonfire that burned all day and into the night.  It was too big to get too close too 

and we were just not equipped to really have much to do with it. Papa managed 

it with a pitchfork and shovel. Our attempts to cook hotdogs always resulted in 

failure because the length of stick needed to stay far enough away from the fire 

as to not get cooked ourselves, was very long.  This meant that if the stick was in 

fact thin enough to stick into a hotdog it was too bendy to sustain the weight and 

the dog would end up in the fire and if it were fat enough to support the dog at 

that length, it would be too fat and the dog would burst open and also end up in 

the fire. This may seem obvious to you “the reader” but at the time they were 

complex calculations for a 7 year old.   We liked to watch the flames, and at night 

see the big glowing red pile of embers that would still be smoldering the next 

day.  On burning day we knew we had the best dad, because we had the biggest 

fire.  

 

Once and a while on non-burning days papa would make his own smaller fire.   

 

I saw the smoke when I left school that day, I could kind of tell it was coming 

from our house.  When I came through the trees in the yard, and passed Taffy as 

he stood at the fence I noticed a sizeable fire burning  in the yard behind the 

house.  Not the place we usually did it and I didn’t recall and quantity of 
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burnables when I left that morning.  Mamma seemed a little upset and anxious 

as she stood watching from the patio.  I could tell something was up but also that 

there was nothing seriously wrong.   

 

  Our house was a 3-bedroom bungalow with a basement that was half finished 

including a recreation room, laundry and a room where mamma did her sewing.  

To get to the other half there was this passage way, to the left was a small storage 

area where we kept the Christmas decorations. Through the short passage way 

were two rooms divided by a framed wall that had never seen it’s covering and a 

door leading to the cellar on the right.  One side was workshop with bench and 

tools and such,  the other side was a  change room for papa.  Stone dust gets into 

everything so this was where he went from work clothes to house clothes, there 

was an old wooden cabinet and a chair, some shelves and an old stove for 

making Grappa against the wall of the cellar. Papa had burned most of the 

furniture that was in the “unfinished” part of the basement that afternoon, we 

were never really sure why. 

 

Maybe it had been because there had not been much work that week or maybe 

Mamma and him had had a fight, regardless,  that afternoon papa took pretty 

much all the furniture out of that room and some old clothes, boxes etc and 



19 

burned it all.  It seemed to me like a cleansing of some kind.  No one talked about 

it much after that.  He swept in places that had not been swept in a long time and 

changed something in a place that saw little change, I think he was drunk, some 

kind of new beginning.   

 

 

Changes 

 

You would not say he was a dramatic man however at times he had a special 

ability to awe those around him.  There were things that bothered him about his 

new world.  His youth was strict and hard and expectations were high and rules 

were not there to be broken, things were different now and he was forced to roll 

with the punches, against his will, he didn’t like it but did not know what else to 

do.  Unlike when he was a child and his parents would just tell him and his 

brothers what to do and they would have no choice but to comply because the 

penalty was harsh, now kids could disobey more easily and were more casual so 

he had to find ways for them to learn on their own why they “should” he needed 

to create the environment for them to learn. He had a hard time finding 
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convincing ways for us to learn these lessons, as we got older, he became more 

frustrated. 

 

The dinner table was a challenge for him, no canned foods!  An attempt to ban 

can openers in the house lasted a couple of years into his marriage but accept 

change he must.  Only He would not eat things from cans from then on.  Trying 

to get his kids to not scrape their teeth against the spoon when eating soup 

would also result in failure, annoyance, frustration, anger, and eventually 

sadness.  He could stand it no longer, watching his children slouch in the green 

vinyl covered kitchen chairs, angered by their casual unappreciative demeanor, 

would fuel an idea resulting in a solution.  Un-wanting to spell out the reasons 

why one should not slouch with a belief that true learning is done independently 

and his role was to provide the environment, Papa cut the backs off the chairs.   

 

All three of us tend to slouch a bit still but we did learn that sometimes you don’t 

realize how important something seemingly unimportant is to someone else.  

Sometimes we just learned to keep quiet. 

 

As we grew up we showed less and less interest in the animals, seeing this papa 

saw to it that there were less and less of them around till it was just us, Kim and 
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Taffy. Eventually Kim got arthritis in her hips and had to be put down.  It was 

sad to lose a part of the family, it was sad to see Taffy alone.  Without the rest we 

lost interest in Taffy we would still ride him from time to time but those times 

became fewer, I don’t know if it was just us growing up or the changes taking 

place in the family. 

 

But Papa began to drink more often.  There was less work those years and he 

spent more time at home.  He began to sleep in the basement and spent lots of 

time alone down there.  Easy access to the cellar and the grappa-still exacerbated 

the problem.  In another attempt to clean up he destroyed the still and burned 

the wine barrels.  Not quite enough to solve the problem this time. 

 

Dinner time became difficult, no one could speak, you could try but it was 

unpredictable as to what might set him off during dinner, ending in him leaving 

the table angry, descending the stairs and spending the evening alone down 

there.  He would never say sorry and would be back to “normal” in the morning.  

This became a regular occurrence and we got used to eating fast and getting the 

hell away from the table.   
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Sometimes things were fine and we would each have time with him that was 

special whether it was standing in the rain under the corrugated roof, or going to 

work with him on a Saturday.  They seemed special because they were rare.  He 

knew it we knew it, we cherished those times.  However this continued and you 

knew less and less what to expect from him, he became more irritable, 

unpredictable and angry at night.  But during the day things were fine and we 

were happy to have our Papa back so we would live the days like nothing ever 

happened. 

 

One night after getting yelled at for scraping my teeth on the spoon, Papa 

slammed his thick hands on the table and stormed out.  We all knew it was 

ridiculous but I went down to try and talk to him.   I asked why, why did he 

have to be so mad at us?  We had done nothing wrong, I could see the anger 

subsiding somewhat, replaced with grief.  He drank to escape the pain he was 

causing us.  He couldn’t speak the words, they were stuck in his throat, he was ill 

equipped to have this conversation.  This was what he knew; this is what it was 

like for him as a child.  Try as he might to make a different newer better life he 

saw himself falling into the same life he was raised in.  Not only had he taken the 

lessons from his past and was sharing them with his family he brought some of 

the nightmares with him too.  The next day was Sunday. We still went to church 
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sometimes but Papa never came anymore.  When we got home Mamma 

prepared lunch and called him up.  He didn’t come.  That was, in one-way, good 

news because it meant he’d been drinking and would probably just get mad.  

The opportunity of a somewhat peaceful meal was welcomed; we would speak 

quietly at the table.  In the late afternoon we decided to go out and ride the pony, 

we dragged the saddle bridle and blanket out into the yard.  Taffy was grazing 

on the rope as he always did.   

 

We got the saddle on but it was a little loose and sat to one side, we hadn’t put it 

on him much that year and had forgotten how tight the belt had to be and 

fumbled with the bridle.  We eventually got him sufficiently saddled and 

outfitted for our needs and proceeded to ride him while he was still tied to the 

steel, it was safer because not being ridden much meant he was a little too 

unpredictable to be let loose.  Papa came out of the basement door and watched, 

he liked to see us riding the pony, and it made him happy and proud.  However, 

through the pride pushed the anger at the sight of our sloppiness.  He was 

disappointed.  He went back in, a while later he came out again and began 

toward us.  Mamma could see him through the kitchen window, she just 

watched. 
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There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary really, it was late and time to put Taffy 

in the barn.  Walking toward us he called out,  

 

o.k. kids, time to get off the pony.  

 

 He took taffy, untied the rope and led him toward the back yard.  He walked 

him past the green corrugated covered area then disappeared behind the chicken 

coop.  We were already half way up the stairs of the house when we heard the 

shot. 

 

Mamma came out, and said in an upset voice, oh god.  We ran toward the railing 

to see if we could see what was happening, mamma told us to get inside right 

away. 
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The End 

 

Mamma found the gun in the basement a few days later, its barrel had been bent.  

Papa didn’t come up for dinner much after that.  He lived the rest of his days 

quiet, from time to time getting angry with us if we crossed his path and he had 

been drinking. For the most part he just hid.  He never threw the gun away, it sat 

twisted, leaning in the corner of the room where he would sit most nights, next 

to the wood stove, stoking a fire, alone and thinking. 

 

 

 

 

  

 


