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When I was a boy, I used to love the zoo. I loved the animals — their sounds of life, their bursts of energy, their vibrant colours that seemed to force people out of their monochromatic, monotonous days.
My parents were regular people, heading in and out of the office every day. Our family had a moderate income, we could afford to live comfortably. Every once in a while, on special occasions, they would bring me to my favourite place in the world. On those momentous days, we would set out early in the morning, only to return well into the evening. I would always start bouncing with excitement once we entered the main gates, and begin to rattle off all the different animals that I wanted to see. There were the major exhibits, the pandas, the lions, the penguins, and so many other animals that visitors could admire from a safe distance away. But what I looked forward to the most were the minor exhibits. The dogs, the cats, the birds, all the smaller, more docile animals that were deemed relatively harmless. Every hour, visitors were allowed to enter the minor exhibits to interact with the animals. I recall constantly keeping a close eye on the clock, running towards the minor exhibits whenever it was time.
I was only a child then. I did not realise that this was not normal. A few years ago, before I was born, the Leaders decided to keep all the animals on the planet in containment. Climate change was wrecking havoc on our world, and many species of animals were going extinct. In order to prevent further endangerment, all the animals were rounded up and kept in conservation centres that were later introduced to the public as ‘zoos’.
As I was playing fetch with the dogs, or stroking the fur of the cats, or feeding the birds, I never once considered that one day, people would turn against these animals. I never thought that one day, the Leaders would issue an order to collect and eliminate all animals. A disease had run rampant across the planet, and the main carriers of this disease were animals. The death toll reached an all time high, and animals were the main mode of transmission. There was no way of telling which animals were carriers, and there was no time to find a way. 
That was the year when I just turned nine. Most of the exhibits in the zoos closed down, the animals disappeared, and eventually, the zoos shut down. Public outcry was overwhelming. Countless people started to protest against the removal of animal life. However, a solution came up quite quickly. Just a few months after the order from the Leaders, an announcement was made. ALL MIDDLE- AND HIGH-INCOME FAMILIES ARE NOW ELIGIBLE FOR A PET. A pet. It was a foreign word, one I had yet to hear of. The media explained it as an animal companion. I was elated. I had not seen an animal in months, and now that I could have one as my own, I could barely contain my excitement. I begged my parents to apply for a pet for our family, but I could see the hesitation in our eyes. I failed to understand the reason behind their reluctance, but they were quick to hide it, before smiling at me and agreeing to head to the regional office the next day to do just that.
Our pet would arrive in three days. The next three days felt like pure agony. We set out a space in our home for our pet, and I spent every moment of free time that I had decorating this small area. I put out small cushions, set a bowl for food and another bowl for water, laid out all the things I could find in our house that could act as toys for our new pet. I wanted it to feel as comfortable as possible. I imagined about all the different things I could do with our pet, and about how I would not have to spend most of my days after school feeling lonely anymore. Instead of coming back to an empty house, there would be a pet waiting to welcome me. Instead of wasting the hours away, counting down the minutes until my parents came home, I would have a companion, a friend.
During these three days, my parents began to look at me with worry. Their frowns would deepen whenever I spoke of how thrilled and delighted I was to be getting a pet. They said it was due to work. I believed them.
When our pet came, I was confused. It was a dog, but at the same time, it was not. The doorbell rang, I bounded to the door, threw it open and saw a box. At that time, an unsettling feeling arose in my stomach, but I pushed it back down, I could not let my negative intuition interfere with this fateful meeting. I brought the box in, and that unease threaten to leap out of my body. There was no movement, no sound. Maybe it is asleep, I thought. I put the box down as softly as possible, and opened it gently.
I could not understand what was happening. Where was our pet? Where was my future companion? All that was in that box was a metal replicate of what I wished for.
That night, I cried and cried.
The next day, I woke up to the sound of my parents’ voices. I headed out of my room only to see them tinkering with our new ‘pet’. This was the first time I saw our ‘pet’ moving, since it was not charged last night. As it walked, awkwardly, around the house, I felt empty. All of my eagerness, all of my enthusiasm, had been released last night. I looked towards the corner of the room that I had spent the last three days putting together. Our ‘pet’ did not approach the cosy spot I worked so hard to prepare. Instead, it retreated to the charging station at the other end of the room.
My parents were in awe of how quiet it was. As compared to the animals we saw at the zoo, our new ‘pet’ hardly made a sound. I saw wonder on my parents’ faces, and could not wrap my head around the reason why. They said that it was just like a normal dog, but with all the negative qualities removed. It was not noisy, not dirty, and would do whatever you told it to (via a remote).
When I stepped out of the house, the streets were full of these novel, mechanical beings. People were walking with their ‘pets’ following their footsteps without the need for leashes. They did not need to clean up after their ‘pets’, did not need to make sure they stayed near them, did not need to stop to do anything for them. For many, it was as if their ‘pets’ were simply a decoration, an accessory. Where was their sounds of life, their bursts of energy, their vibrant colours?
Life carried on as usual, our ‘pet’ stayed in our house, being as small of a disturbance in our lives as possible. The small corner that I prepared remained untouched, left to collect dust.
One day, on my way back from school, I heard a sound. A whimper. Very faint, but all too familiar. I headed to investigate the source of that sound, and I could not believe my eyes.
It was a dog.
A living, breathing, tiny, shivering dog. 
I ran home with the dog in my arms. There was no ounce of hesitation in my mind, all I could think of was getting this living being somewhere safe.
In the end, I ran home. It was nothing short of a miracle that I was yet to be spotted. I ran towards the corner of the living area and placed the pup there. I spent the rest of the day looking after the puppy, nursing it back to health. I was so preoccupied with it that I failed to notice our ‘pet’, standing in the same position for hours, its eyes empty.
Hours later, my parents arrived home. When they saw a puppy in our house, their faces drained of all colour. They dropped their belongings and rushed to snatch the pup away. I immediately grabbed it in a tight hold, not willing to let it go. I could tell what my parents intended to do. They wanted to throw it out of the house. Seeing that I refused to release the puppy, my parents started to warn me of the dangers of keeping it in our house. But my head was in a mess, I could not process anything they said. They started to plead with me, coaxing me to let go so we could remain safe.
Not long after, the authorities arrived. They took the dog by force, took its life with no mercy at all. My family was issued a warning letter, and we wept. I wept as I was devastated by what I had just experienced, my parents wept as they were worried that this would leave a stain on my future.
It would be a long time before I realised that our ‘pet’ was responsible for this whole ordeal. 
When I was a boy, I used to love the zoo. I loved the animals — their sounds of life, their bursts of energy, their vibrant colours that seemed to force people out of their monochromatic, monotonous days. Now, I wake up in a cold sweat from nightmares of robotic animals with cameras installed in their lifeless eyes.
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