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                                                              <center><font color="8b0000"><i> by Helen St. Marie </i></font></center>

                                                              <blockquote><font color="8b0000" face="arial" size=2><b> &quot;Love is free, but oh, how it costs,&quot; was a favorite saying of my mother's. And every Valentine's Day our love, whether for friends, relatives, or a secret someone, cost plenty of time and effort. <br>

                                                                 <br> As children, we made our own cards, elaborate projects of lace, ribbons, and more. If we wanted to add something and we couldn't find it at home, we had to pay for it at the stationery store. It made you think twice about who to give your heart to. <br>

                                                                 <br> When it came o sweets, we made those too: cookies, brownies, and two kinds of fudge. <br>

                                                                 <br> As good as it was, you always want what you don't have, and we coveted those gorgeous heart-shape boxes of candy and other packaged goodies that appeared in the window of the five-and-dime store every February. Yet for most of my childhood I can't recall a single time that we ever got a piece of store-bought Valentine's Day candy. <br>

                                                                 <br> And then one year, we did. <br>

                                                                 <br> Hidden in our napkins at suppertime on February 14, each of us found a little bundle of candy hearts, the ones with the little message on each: Kiss me, Be Mine, Cutie Pie, and so many others. </b></font></blockquote>
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                                                              <blockquote><font color="8b0000" face="arial" size=2><b> I later learned that the New England Confectionary Company (NECCO, home of the famous wafer) had been making their candied messages by the millions since 1902, but this was the first time anyone had given them to me. They must have come from Mother, although she never said anything about them and never would. But every Valentine's Day thereafter, it became a tradition, one that has surprised and delighted my children and now their kids. <br>

                                                                 <br> At NECCO, I learned, they have a tradition too: Every year they add new messages to the hundred or so that already exist. Last Valentine's Day, &quot;Fax Me&quot; and &quot;Awesome&quot; were among the messages my grandchildren found in their napkins. The words have changed through the years, but the hearts remain constant. <br>

                                                                 <br> Of course, making your own Valentines and baking your own treats are still two of the best ways I know to show someone you love them. But if those sweet candy hearts have taught me anything, it's the importance of indulging the impulsive side of love, the side that makes us do foolish or unexpected things, whether it's stealing a kiss, serenading a sweetheart, or wrapping a message of love in a child's napkin. </b></font></blockquote>
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