For the Children

I feel the cold on my face. The only part of my body that is not covered by cloth. In
this temperature you need to have good insulation or you will not be able to get far.
And we have to get far. The whole path is 10 miles long and we are almost halfway
there. We went as far as possible with the car, but the forest here is too dense and
the snow too deep. It looks beautiful. But it is hard for me to recognize this beauty
for more than a few seconds.

I look behind me and see the footsteps that I am leaving behind. Around twenty
meters behind me is Elena. I know she is there, but because of the snow and fog,
she looks like a black dot on a white paper. I can’t see her face, but from her body
language she does not look tired. We are already late, so I know I have to walk in
front of her to keep up the pace.

I have lived in the Union my whole life. More than thirty years. I still remember the
last trip I made out of it, about five years ago. It feels like yesterday in some way.
But so much has changed since then.

It happened gradually. It was supposed to be a land of freedom and liberty. We
always looked at other countries and felt disdain for their political systems. In school
they always taught us that we are the promised land for other people and a beacon of
democracy in this world. I do believe that it was actually like this in the past. But it
all started to change with the acceptance of laws that seemed very innocent at first.

The first thing the Union did was pass the so-called “Child Abuse Protection Law”. It
required all internet companies to scan every message passing through their platforms.
Not even that much has been talked about it. They said it had to be done to catch
all human traffickers. They said it was for the children.

It didn’t make much of a difference for the regular person yet. Some people complained
about it, and there were some protests in the larger cities. But soon after they
accepted it, nobody was talking about it anymore. We thought that was the end of
it.



Then, they blocked access to some of the foreign websites. Some social media
platforms that were deemed to be extreme and some news websites. Most of us
just installed a VPN, thinking we were smart.

Last year, all the unofficial VPNs were banned. The only one that was allowed was
the official VPN of the Union. They said some hackers used connections with the
outside world to share fake news about the Union. But we knew that the reason they
did it was to be able to look at everything that goes in and out.

A few months ago another rule was accepted. Now, every device that can connect to
the internet has to be registered with the government. The government justified this
by claiming that drug dealers used old burner phones for communication. Now every
phone has to have a registered user, otherwise it is denied access to the internet. This
means that the authorities now monitor every conversation and post on the internet
all the time. Everyone is trapped in the system, and there is no way for someone to
escape it.

Well, actually, there is one way left.

The only way to communicate with the outside world now is a satellite phone. It
connects directly to orbiting satellites, which grants unmonitored access to the global
internet. With it, the user can communicate privately to the outside world. The only
problem is that they are very hard to get.

But lucky for me, I have one. It has been in my backpack since we started walking this
morning. Without stopping, I move my backpack to the front and open the zipper. I
pull out a satellite phone. I can’t take my gloves off because it is so cold. So I type
with my bulky glove one letter after another: “All good. T-1 hour.” I press send.

I look back at Elena.
“Just a little further, then we switch!” I shout through the wind.
“Okay,” I hear her voice through the cloth that covers her mouth.

The phone will send a message when it connects to the satellites. It should take
around a minute, and Jack will receive the message. It takes noticeably more time
than a regular internet connection. He is probably already there. Waiting for us.

I have known Jack since childhood. He always challenged authority. In school
he debated teachers who hated his nonconformity, and later became obsessed with
privacy, warning us how online surveillance works and how our digital lives are tracked.
It could be tiring to talk to him, which was why our friend group meetings became
less and less common. I was never as extreme as him, but always took his side when



we were debating topics among friends, though I would push back when it was just
the two of us.

So when they first started talking about the messaging scanning law, he was the first
one I knew to talk about it. I remember a conversation between me, Jack, and some
of our other friends whom we knew from college.

“What do you hide on your phone that you are so concerned about, Jack?” Brian
asked Jack in the pub.

“It’s not about having secrets,” Jack snapped back immediately. “It’s about where
this can lead. You wouldn’t want a government agent sitting in the corner of this
room, recording us just in case one of us mentions something illegal, would you,
Brian?”

“But as long as you are not doing anything wrong, you don’t have to fear it,” Brian
dismissed nonchalantly.

“It’s about the way the system is designed if they decide at any time they want to
censor you, nothing will be stopping them,” said Jack.

Brian seemed unwilling to engage further. He didn’t have a good reply, or at least
didn’t want to think of one.

“Anyway, what are you going to do about it?” he asked.
A moment of silence followed.

“I’ll fight it as best I can,” he said. “But if all else fails, I'll leave the Union. I tell
you, this is a slippery slope. It will get much worse from here.”

“If you really leave the Union just because someone might read what you write to
your friends in a group chat, you’re even crazier than I thought,” Brian laughed. The
rest of the night passed with lighter talk.

And he was really that crazy. At least it seemed crazy at the time. We had long
conversations about it. He was convincing me to take Elena with me, and that we all
should leave. But I couldn’t at the time. Although I agreed with him, I really thought
it would not be that bad. Or at least I hoped so. But soon after they accepted the
law, he left abroad and never returned.

Leaving the Union is pretty much impossible now. It is not because of a heavily
guarded border, but because of the immense power the Union holds over its neighbors.
If a neighboring country identifies a person from the Union, they must return them



or risk losing vital trade agreements. For these governments, we are not people. We
are just a threat to their economy, where a fugitive is nothing more than a risk to
them. Occasionally, you hear of someone who tried to escape but was handed back
and no one heard from them again.

“Stop, I'm getting tired. Can you carry him?” Elena’s voice cuts through the wind.
I turn around and see her walking behind me, making small steps uphill.

“Of course,” I say and stop.

“He has been sleeping this whole time,” she says and opens up her poncho.

His eyes squeeze as the snowy white scenery flashes before him. Our little Max, so
small and vulnerable, bundled against the cold, our precious little secret. I look at
Elena who has tears in her eyes. I know we could spend hours gazing at our beloved
child, memorizing every tiny feature of his, if we had time. But we don’t.

“Give him to me, we have to carry on,” I say.

She unravels Max from the poncho with which he was attached to her. I tie him to
my chest and cover him with another blanket to keep him warm. I kiss Elena on the
forehead.

“You go first,” I say. She nods and takes the lead.

She was so strong in the past few days. I know that these were the saddest days of
her life. The same is true for me. It was a hard decision we had to make. But once
we made it there was no turning back.

It all started about a year before Max was born. Elena’s father was a relatively
popular journalist who worked his entire life for the national program. He was always
critical of the government and of the politicians, even before things began to change.
So when the Union first started censoring news in the media, he was writing articles
about it wherever they would let him publish them.

He talked about how the censoring is not only done by the law but also pushed through
bureaucratic incentives that you have to follow. Social norms change and some things
are labeled as inappropriate. He said that the problem would not be that people
would be punished for speaking, but that because of fear of punishment they would
never speak at all.

Shortly after he began his exposé mission, he was completely blacklisted. No outlet
would touch his work. His editor refused to even discuss the facts, only muttering, “If



I run this, the Union will label us a “High-Risk Platform” we’ll lose digital banking
access by morning.” Overnight, his internet accounts vanished and even his bank
account was frozen. The official reason was that he was “spreading hate by spreading
misinformation”. Almost no major media covered it. And he was not the only case,
many who spoke out at that time suffered the same fate. On platforms where free
speech was still possible, it was a much talked about topic and people warned about
where this can lead. If you search for his name now, there is only one side of the
story.

For me, this was the breaking point. Elena felt immense stress at that time. I only
felt anger. Anger that we let that happen. I know we probably couldn’t have done
much anyway. But at least we should have tried.

“When we have a baby, he can’t have a life like this.”
When Elena said those words, it was the first time this idea was spoken out loud.

We were planning to have a baby for a while. But because of the conditions, we
knew that it would not be a good life. Elena’s dad getting blacklisted changed her.
Ever since she said that sentence that winter afternoon, we have been talking about
it almost every day. We knew we would have a child, but it became clear to us that
the conditions would get a lot worse.

At that time, I still spoke to Jack through an encrypted messaging platform on the
internet. Then no satellite phone was needed. I told him that we wanted to have a
child completely off the grid and that we wanted him to live outside of the Union. At
that time, it was already obvious to us that we would not be able to go with him.
The regulation was already too strict for traveling.

Jack was not hesitant one bit when I told him we wanted him to take care of our
child. During the years he lived abroad, he met a girl there, and they were both open
to this “adoption”.

“We have to put all our electronic devices in a box when we're at home,” I told Elena
some time before Max was born. “We can’t risk the existence of Max being recorded
anywhere.”

We were already very careful not to leave any trace anywhere. But him being actually
present in the real world meant an even greater challenge. I was buying all the baby
equipment from a black market on the other side of town, trying to buy it in bulk,
so I minimized all the possibilities that someone would catch on to something. We
were very precise about covering all the tracks because we knew that if anyone found
out about it even years later, we could be in trouble. We did not even really know
how much the authorities actually monitored our data. We burned all the trash that



could have been associated with Max and padded all the walls with foam to make it
impossible for anyone near the house to hear him cry. I remember one night, Max had
a fever and a cough that wouldn’t stop. We sat in the dark, clutching him, terrified
that a neighbor might hear us. We couldn’t even take him to a doctor because every
clinic required an ID scan just to enter the waiting room.

“I can’t believe this is the last week we three are all together,” Elena sobbed.
I was crying too.

We were looking at the pictures we had taken of the three of us. The good old analog
Polaroid photos would be the only physical evidence that Max had ever existed.

The forest is beginning to thin out. I increase my tempo so that I can catch up with
Elena. She reaches out her hand to me. I grab it and squeeze it. She squeezes back.

“We are almost there,” I say, trying to hold back tears.

Elena nods, eyes fixed ahead through the fog. “He’ll run through forests like this one
day,” she whispers. “Laughing. Free. That’s all that matters.”

We walk like this for about a mile. It seems like an eternity. We know we had to do
it. As parents, we have an obligation to provide the best life for the children.

A fence around two meters tall appears through the fog. The border between the
Union and the outside world. We see Jack already waiting there beside the fence. He
has sawed a small opening in it, just large enough for Max. We didn’t want to make
it visible. My dear friend, who I have not seen for so long, and we will not even have
time to have a short conversation. He lifts his hand as a sign of greeting. I wave back.

Max will only remember us through stories Jack will tell him. He will only have a few
analog pictures that will remind him of where he truly came from. But at least he
will be able to live a free life. For us, the people in the Union, this is a long forgotten
idea.



