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According to the United Nations' assessment, around 385 million children worldwide live in extreme poverty. This means they live in families with incomes below the international poverty line, which currently stands at about $1.90 per day. It is important to note that poverty varies from region to region and is influenced by factors such as economic conditions, educational systems, and social support systems.

This book is dedicated to all children growing up in the shadow of hardship and poverty, who begin each day with a spark of hope and a smile in their hearts. Find the strength and courage to follow your dreams, and may this book be a source of joy and inspiration on your journey towards a better tomorrow. In my thoughts with you, today and forever.
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Snow had been falling relentlessly for days, blanketing the entire city in a thick layer of white. It had not been this cold in years, this winter, the mercury had plunged to fifteen degrees below zero. The streets were nearly deserted, and the cold northerly wind had been biting at faces for weeks. Yet, a few passersby wandered through the city, occasionally encountering two figures standing beneath the bare branches of leafless trees. Under their festive white attire, the trees looked like stripped ballerinas poised to leap at any moment.

Bright lights from the ice rink illuminated the joyful skaters. To the rhythm of music fading into the snowflakes, a multitude of children in colorful coats twirled around the rink.

“Candied apples! Buy my candied apples!” the little girl cried out.

Whenever a passerby approached, she would hold out a metal tin to give them a closer look at the apples. Glossy red and coated in sugary glaze, the apples beckoned with their rosy allure. Yet, on this day, it seemed that no one was interested. The icy wind carried the aroma of roasted chestnuts, and people preferred to stop by the blazing metal barrel instead. While waiting for the vendor to shake the chestnuts in the iron scoop, they warmed their frozen hands by the flames.

“How wonderfully this world smells!” Lena thought as she inhaled the mixed scents of chestnuts and rum tea.
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Her eyes never left the children skating joyfully in endless circles. One day, she too would have such white skates and perform pirouettes on the ice. From a distance, she had already identified who was who among the children. But among them all, one stood out. It was Natasha, with eyes as blue as a mountain lake. No one skated like she did. She was so graceful, a true princess on the ice.

Lena realized that with the weather like this, she wouldn’t sell another apple, so she closed her metal tin and headed home.

At the corner, she passed by the man roasting chestnuts. She gazed wistfully at the red coals in the barrel, from which red and yellow sparks flew. The smell of charred chestnuts penetrated her nostrils, making her involuntarily close her eyes. The man scooped a metal shovel full of hot chestnuts into a newspaper cone and handed it to the eagerly waiting woman. He took a coin with his frostbitten hand, turned it over with his finger on his palm, thanked the woman, and 

slipped it into the inner pocket of his coat. He rubbed his hands vigorously and blew on them twice before holding them out over the fire to warm up. The woman unfolded the newspaper cone again and cleaned one of the chestnuts with her fingers. Her fingers became blackened with soot, and she paused to wipe them. As Lena passed by, she clearly read two headlines on the cone.

One read: “Tram in Winter Slumber Until Spring” and the other, “Ice Skating Began on Frozen Lake Palić.”

Judging by the headline, she knew these were yesterday’s newspapers because all the passersby had been talking about it the day before. The old man begged the girls to give him a coin, saying he hadn’t eaten since the day before.

“God bless you, beautiful girls. Good begets good! May your wishes come true!”

One of the girls stopped and scolded the old man. “Go get a job, you lazy, filthy man, and then you’ll have something to eat!”

The other two looked at him sternly and continued on their way, ignoring him. The old man simply watched them sadly and sighed.

“Beautiful girls, well-dressed. It’s clear they lack nothing. Nothing except a heart,” thought the old man.

When Lena passed by, he didn’t dare speak to her but merely extended his palm, looking her straight in the eyes. Moved by the sight of the poor old man huddled on the cold ground, Lena felt compassion. He truly looked hungry and pitiful, and she wanted to help. She pulled her last apple from the tin with her right hand and took out the few hard-earned coins from her pocket with her left.
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She extended her freezing hand and offered him her last candied apple. 

“Here, poor old man. Unfortunately, this is all I can offer you my last candied apple. I can’t give you money because I don’t have enough myself, and what I do have I need to buy medicine. You see, it will make my mother healthy and strong again. But I can gladly give you this apple because it’s all I need.”

The old man looked at her with his brown, watery eyes and nodded with understanding. “Are you sure, girl, that you want to give me your last apple? Perhaps you could sell it and buy something you like?”

She pondered for a moment and remembered the chestnut puree in the misted shop window. “No, I need nothing! I have everything I need. Please, enjoy it. I made it myself. May my apple at least restore some of your strength,” she said, handing it to him.

“He needs it more, for he surely hasn’t eaten in a long time. And I can buy that tempting chestnut another time,” she thought.

The old man took the apple with his frostbitten hand, and a tear glistened in the corner of his eye. Lena looked at him, so forlorn on the cold stone, and felt even more sympathy for him. Snow began to fall more heavily, quickly covering the beggar with large flakes.

Lena opened her small hand, and a snowflake covered nearly half of her palm. “How magical it is,” she thought as the snowflake burst like a soap bubble. “Everything beautiful lasts so briefly,” she sighed.

A beam of light from a streetlamp obscured the snowflakes dancing through the air like ballerinas in white. Lena removed her woolen scarf from her head and wrapped it around the old man’s bare head. As she walked through the alley of leafless trees, she spotted an old man sitting on the cold ground. A group of little girls was just passing by, their skates hanging around their necks.

“Here, let this at least warm you a little,” she said, covering him with care. The old man was surprised by her kindness.

“And what about you, with your head uncovered? You’ll catch cold.”

“I won’t. I have thick hair. It keeps me warmer than any scarf,” she said, pointing to her thick braid.

“And now I must hurry because the pharmacy is closing soon. Merry Christmas! Goodbye!”

“Merry Christmas, Lena!”  She turned in surprise and waved at him. “How does the old man know my name? I don’t remember mentioning it,” she wondered.
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“If you could wish for something for Christmas, something just for yourself, what would it be?” he called out to her from afar.

She paused for a moment and then suddenly turned back toward him. There were so few things she wanted just for herself. Most of all, she wished for her father to get a secure job where he wouldn’t have to struggle so much and for her mother to get well again. But then something did come to mind. A smile spread across her face as she called out to him.

“An Advent calendar!” she said, thinking of the beautiful, colorful calendars the girls had been carrying around these days, and then she ran off, skating over the well-trodden, icy, snowy paths. Her summer patent leather shoes slid across the shiny snow as if greased.

“Merry Christmas, Lena, with a good heart!”

She turned once more to wave, but the place where the old man had been sitting was empty. She looked around in all directions, but the old man was nowhere to be seen. It was as if the earth had swallowed him. All around was only silence and the white snowy sky, showering down white flakes. Evergreen branches were covered in ice, and large icicles hung from the street lamps and rooftops. But now she really had to hurry, as the pharmacy would be closing soon.
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The pharmacy door closed, and the metal bell above it jingled. With it, the smell of medicines and sweet vitamins rushed out into the cold. She walked home along the snow-covered path through the alley of yews. Even though it was already night, there was no darkness anywhere. The snow reflected its whiteness everywhere, making the sky seem bright in its pink-gray robe. The girl glanced up at the bare branches. Black branches wore their thick snowy coats while sweet brown berries hung from them like small earrings. She heard a faint chirping and suddenly turned towards a yew bush. On a green branch, a tiny yellow canary was singing, as if pleading for help.

"Oh, poor thing. You got lost! You must have flown out through an open window. How careless of your owner! Out here in the cold, you'll freeze to death."

She approached him cautiously and quietly so as not to frighten him. If he fled, death would be inevitable. He would not survive this cold night until morning. Lena carefully picked him up and put him into her warm glove. As she walked home, she gently stroked his head and spoke softly to him.

As soon as she stepped into her lowly dwelling, her mother screamed from the bed.

"Oh God, child, you’re all frozen and your hair is completely wet. Where is your scarf?" she asked in a worried voice.

"Don’t worry about me. I gave it to an old man who needed it more than I did."

Her mother sighed, "How are you going to go without a scarf now? You’re all frozen. You’ll end up getting sick like this!"

She coughed from talking and sat up in bed.

"Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’m strong."

A heavy-set man stepped in front of the door. Over his shoulder, he carried a bundle of thin branches, and from his other hand, hung a dirty sack. Exhausted from hard work, he paused on the threshold for a moment. His face was blackened with coal, making him look more like a chimney sweep than a worker.

He sighed deeply and put on a bright smile.

"I’ll give her my scarf, and you should take your medicine!" Andrew said, handing the sick woman a glass of water and kissing her on the forehead.

"Who did you bring us?" asked the daughter, spotting the yellow bird and hugging it as well.
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"How frozen and frightened it is. I’ll go find a cage in the shed. I’m sure we have one somewhere."

The cold air seeped into the small room, and the little warmth there was dissipated. Lena stood by the metal stove and began to warm her red hands above the hot metal. The heat burned her frozen bones and icy skin.

Andrew returned from the shed with an old cage. He wiped it clean and placed the little bird inside with a few sunflower seeds. As if it sensed that it was now
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