
Be My Valentine
A Guide to Winning Valentine’s Day

W H AT  T O  E AT,  D O ,  A N D  S AY  T H I S  H O L I D AY  T O 

M A K E  I T  T H E  M O S T  R O M A N T I C  E V E R 



Valentine’s Day
W 

HETHER YOU’VE BEEN MARRIED 50 YEARS, 

you’re just dating, or you’re single, there’s one 

day on the calendar set aside to think about love and ro-

mance: Valentine’s Day. 

The holiday has its origins in the ancient Roman fertility 

festival of Lupercalia. More than 1,500 years ago, Pope Gela-

sius I abolished the festival and declared February 14 St. Val-

entine’s day, and people around the world have celebrated it 

ever since. 

The Reader’s Digest Guide to Winning 



I 

N THE UNITED STATES ALONE, we send nearly 

200 million Valentine’s Day cards and spend at least 

$100 per person to show our loved ones that we care. That’s 

a lot of flowers and chocolate!

So don’t lose this Valentine’s Day. With this guide, you will 

learn the history of the holiday’s traditions, the best gifts to 

get, and what foods to eat to put you and your loved one in 

the mood for romance. 

Have fun, and 

B R O U G H T  T O  Y O U  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R S  O F

Happy Valentine’s Day!



The History of Valentine’s Day 

Traditions
W H Y  D O  W E  W E A R  R E D  A N D  G I V E  C H O C O L A T E  

O N  V A L E N T I N E ’ S  D A Y ? 

G IVING FLOWERS, CHOCOLATE, and heart-shaped cards 

are all common customs on Valentine’s Day. But why do we 

bother with these traditions anyway?

Why we celebrate it on February 14 
FEBRUARY 14 IS THE FEAST OF ST. VALENTINE, a Catholic saint 

who was executed by Roman emperor Claudius II on that date some-

time during the third century. Many legends surround the reason for his 

death sentence. One says he was a priest who married young couples 

after Claudius outlawed marriage for young men (apparently they were 

better soldiers when they weren’t romantically attached). Another says 

he was killed because of his religious beliefs. Between February 13 and 

15, Romans held a festival called Lupercalia, during which they sacri-

ficed a goat and a dog and whipped women with their hides. Crude as 

it may seem, people believed this made women more fertile, and some 

say women actually lined up to get slapped with bloody hides. In the 

fifth century, Pope Gelasius I outlawed Lupercalia and officially declared 

February 14 St. Valentine’s Day. (continued)



 Why we call people “valentines” 

DON’T WORRY, THERE’S A GOOD REASON we refer to our sweethearts 

by a beheaded priest’s name. Legend has it that when St. Valentine was 

in prison, he prayed with the daughter of one of his judges and cured her 

blindness. Before his execution, he wrote her a letter, signing it “From your 

Valentine.” Whether or not this was a romantic gesture is up for debate. 

Nevertheless, the signature caught on and is still used to show affection. 

Why we draw hearts the way we do 

IF WE WERE BEING ANATOMICALLY CORRECT when we drew hearts, 

the result would be a complex clump of valves and muscles. While the 

shape we’re more familiar with is a lot easier to draw, no one really knows 

the origin of the heart shape. One possibility is that it resembles the 

now-extinct plant silphium. Once found in the African city-state Cyrene, 

the plant was used as food seasoning and, more notably, a contraceptive. 

The shape’s association with sex eventually turned into one of love. The 

other suggestion is actually anatomical in nature. Some have thought the 

shape to be a representation of breasts, buttocks, or sexual organs, or an  

inaccurate depiction of a real heart.  (continued)

http://www.rd.com/advice/relationships/how-heart-got-its-shape/


Why we eat chocolate 

IF YOU GET A BOX OF CHOCOLATES this Valentine’s Day, thank the 

Cadbury brothers. After they took over the family’s chocolate-manufac-

turing business, they discovered a way to extract pure cocoa butter from 

whole beans and added it to the company’s chocolate drink. They then 

started putting that cocoa butter 

into “eating chocolate” as well. In 

a business ploy that would change 

the industry, Richard Cadbury 

started designing beautiful boxes 

for the new chocolates featuring 

Victorian images such as cupids 

and roses, which patrons thought 

were perfect for Valentine’s Day. 

It’s believed that he made the first 

heart-shaped candy box. 

Why we send cards 

IN 19TH-CENTURY ENGLAND, giving out handwritten notes and other 

signs of affection was a common Valentine’s Day custom. As printing tech-

nology improved, handwritten messages soon gave way to ready-made 

cards. They were easy to fill out while still feeling sincere, and low postage 

rates made them cheap to send. The practice really took off in America 

in the 1840s when Esther Howland, a student at Mount Holyoke Female 

Seminary, decided she could make cards as pretty as the British ones. 

She started the New England Valentine Co., and it was an instant success, 

earning her the title “Mother of the American Valentine.”  (continued)



Why Cupid is a symbol of love 

THE GREEKS CALLED THIS HEAVENLY FIGURE EROS, the god of love. 

According to Greek mythology, Eros had two arrows: gold to make people 

fall in love and lead to make people hate each other. In Roman mythology, 

Eros is known as Cupid, the son of Venus, who was the goddess of love. 

During the Renaissance, artists painted Cupid as a putto, a cherub that  

resembled a naked child. Unfortunately for Cupid, that depiction stuck 

and was a popular image on early Valentine’s Day cards. 

Why we give roses 

BACK IN THE VICTORIAN ERA, people expressed their emotions 

through floriography, or the language of flowers. Giving a certain kind of 

flower conveyed a specific message, and red roses are said to have meant 

romance. Today, they carry that same symbol of romance—and they can 

be quite affordable. The United States buys huge quantities from large 

farms in Colombia and Ecuador, where the cost of labor is low. Then they 

are transported on refrigerated planes and arrive stateside.



What Do the Different Colors Mean? 
Roses

Y OU MIGHT KNOW WHEN it’s appropriate to send red 

roses over white, but what about other colors? We explain  

it all.

Red  LOVE AND ROMANCE 
THE RED ROSE REPRESENTS TRUE LOVE. It has also 

appeared throughout history and across cultures as 

both a political and religious symbol.

Yellow  FRIENDSHIP, JOY, GET WELL 

THROUGHOUT HISTORY, yellow has been closely asso-

ciated with the sun, making these roses excellent for cheer-

ing people up. Yellow roses send a message of appreciation 

and platonic love without the romantic subtext of red. The 

color also represents feelings of joy and delight. 

Lavender  ENCHANTMENT, MAJESTY,  

LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT 

THE COLOR PURPLE has a traditional association with 

royalty. In this regard, lavender roses suggest an air of 

regal majesty and splendor.  (continued)



Pink  LOVE, GRATITUDE, APPRECIATION 

PINK CARRIES WITH IT the connotation of grace and 

elegance, as well as sweetness and poetic romance. 

Dark pink roses are symbolic of gratitude and appreci-

ation and are a traditional way to say thanks. Light pink 

roses are associated with gentleness and admiration 

and can also be used as an expression of sympathy. 

White  PURITY, INNOCENCE, SYMPATHY,  

SPIRITUALITY 

EARLY TRADITION USED WHITE ROSES as a symbol 

for true love, an association that would later become 

the hallmark of the red rose. Also known as the bridal 

rose, the white rose is a traditional wedding flower. In 

this sense, white represents unity, virtue, and the pure-

ness of a new love. White roses are also associated with 

honor and reverence, which makes them a fitting me-

morial for a departed loved one. 

Orange  DESIRE, ENTHUSIASM, AND PASSION 

A LITERAL MIXTURE OF YELLOW AND RED, orange 

roses were seen as a bridge between friendship symbol-

ized by yellow roses and love represented by red roses. 

They can be an expression of fascination or a gift to say 

“I’m proud of you.”

Looking to give something different? Here are some  
alternatives to roses for Valentine’s Day. 

http://www.rd.com/advice/relationships/7-valentines-day-flowers-that-beat-roses/
http://www.rd.com/advice/relationships/7-valentines-day-flowers-that-beat-roses/


Valentine’s Day Secrets Your  

Won’t Tell You 

Florist 

B UYING FLOWERS FOR VALENTINE’S DAY? Here are some 

tips and tricks from the pros. 

How to get them cheaper 
SURE, YOU CAN ORDER FLOWERS AT 3 A.M. from 1-800-Flowers, 

FTD, or Teleflora, but they’ll charge you a service and delivery fee rang-

ing from $20 to $60, depending on the bouquet size, and then just call a 

local florist. Finding a local florist can be harder than you think: Some 

florists in the yellow pages and at the top of your Google search are 

national businesses masquerading as local ones. They even buy local 

phone numbers. So make sure you look for a physical address in town.

ANOTHER TIP: If you ask for a discount, you may get one—so just ask! 

Some florists give one to senior citizens, professional groups, and cus-

tomers they like. (continued)



How to get them fresher 

FIND OUT WHEN YOUR FLORIST RESTOCKS—some restock on Mon-

day mornings, some every other day. Whatever day it is, that’s the time to 

place an order.

MORE TIPS: How fresh are your Valentine’s Day roses? Look closely at the 

bottom of the blossom to see how many outside petals have been removed. 

The more ripped petals you see, the older it is. And whatever you do, don’t 

buy the cheap gas station roses. They may droop or lose petals the next day. 

They were probably cut weeks ago and put in cold storage.

How to make them last
CUT THE STEMS AT AN ANGLE with a sharp, non-serrated knife, and 

change the water at least every three days. And use the floral preserva-

tive the florist gives you, not copper pennies. Always ask the florist for  

extra. Out of preservative? Try this: one quart of lukewarm water, one 

teaspoon of sugar, two teaspoons of lemon or lime juice, and one tea-

spoon of bleach. 

MORE TIPS: Your flowers look beautiful in the window, but the heat 

from direct sunlight will kill them in a day or two. And keep them away 

from your fruit bowl. Fruit emits ethylene gas, a surefire flower killer.

http://www.rd.com/home/decorating/how-to-make-flowers-last-longer/


Gifts That Women Actually  
Want for Valentine’s Day

Forget Flowers

F LOWERS AND CHOCOLATES ARE GREAT, but there are 

other things women actually want for Valentine’s Day. Here 

are some creative gifts to try.

A massage 

BEING AN ADULT IS HARD WORK for everyone. Many spas and mas-

sage businesses offer gift cards so you can treat your better half to a nice, 

relaxing day. 

Massage roller 

IF HEADING TO THE MASSAGE table isn’t your loved one’s thing, why 

not give her the gift of relaxation all year long, with an at-home massage 

roller? This gift is sure to help her relax, increase blood flow, and de-

crease muscle pain. 

Mani, pedi, and other spa treatments
EVERY WOMAN LOVES A BIT OF PAMPERING. Treating her to a man-

icure or pedicure, something she may not normally have the  (continued)

http://www.rd.com/health/beauty/benefits-of-massage/1


time or the energy to do on her own, will brighten her day. A spa treat-

ment such as a facial or body wrap can also go a long way in making a 

lady feel good. Most spas and local nail salons offer gift cards. 

At-home foot spa 

IF TIME IS OF THE ESSENCE during the week, your loved one may not 

want to schlep to a spa. So why not bring the pampering to her? An at-

home foot spa is something she can enjoy year-round without leaving 

the comforts of the home. If you’re adventurous, you can take this idea 

one step further and add at-home face masks to the mix. They’re one of 

the hottest trends in home beauty products right now. Extra points if you 

let her do one on you. 

A homemade dinner
ON VALENTINE’S DAY, RESTAURANTS tend to have special menus 

(read: higher prices), and reservations can be hard to come by, unless 

you want to have that romantic dinner at 5:30. What about a nice home-

made meal instead? It doesn’t have to be an elaborate five-course meal; 

it’s the thought that counts! She’ll especially love what you’re trying to 

say if you end the meal with a decadent chocolate dessert. And of course, 

don’t forget to do the dishes afterward! 

Meal delivery service 

MAYBE COOKING ISN’T YOUR THING. But it could be. A meal sub-

scription service such as Plated, Blue Apron, or HelloFresh can teach 

you how to cook and can be a fun activity you and your loved one do  

together. The services send ingredients, even those hard-to-find ones 

(such as harissa paste and Japanese eggplant), along with easy-to-follow 

directions. Your partner can even choose the meals she’d like to try. 



Aphrodisiac Foods That Could Help Spark 

Romance
D O APHRODISIACS REALLY WORK? Sample these aphrodi-

siac foods with your sweetie and see if the science holds true. 

Oysters 
OYSTERS ARE HIGH IN ZINC and have a reputa-

tion for being great for love and fertility. Research-

ers recently found that oysters contain amino 

acids that trigger production of sex hormones. 

Chili pepper
THIS INVIGORATING SPICE has an exotic 
reputation and a bright red color, which could 
be why it’s considered an aphrodisiac and a 
symbol of love. But there’s scientific backing 
too. Chili peppers stimulate endorphins (the 
brain’s feel-good chemicals), speed up heart 
rate, and make you sweat, reactions that all 
mimic how you feel when you’re aroused. 

Avocado 
IT COULD BE THE SENSUOUS pear shape or the rich flavor of the fruit that gave the 

avocado its aphrodisiac reputation as far back as the Aztec days. And while the jury is 

still out on just how it affects libido, the fruit’s high levels of vitamin E could help keep 

the spark alive because of its role in maintaining a high energy level.  (continued)

http://www.rd.com/advice/relationships/7-unexpected-health-benefits-you-get-from-sex/


Bananas 
WITH THEIR PHALLIC SHAPE, bananas already look like a feel-good food, but they 

also contain bromelain, an enzyme that celebrity health personality Dr. Oz says trig-

gers testosterone production. In addition, the fruit’s potassium and vitamin B elevate 

energy levels. 

Chocolate 
CHOCOLATE IS SENSUAL, from its taste to its aroma, 

but dark chocolate has also been shown to cause a spike 

in dopamine, which induces feelings of pleasure. 

Honey 
HONEY IS MADE THROUGH POLLINATION and is a 

symbol of procreation. Birds and bees ring a bell? In fact, 

the honeymoon got its name from mead, an alcoholic 

beverage made from honey given to the happy new bride and groom. Honey also 

contains boron, which helps regulate estrogen and testosterone levels and provides a 

natural energy boost. 

Coffee 
THE CAFFEINE IN COFFEE IS A STIMULANT that ups the heart rate and makes 

the blood flow. One study conducted with female rats and published in the journal 

Pharmacology, Biochemistry, and Behavior suggested that coffee could put women 

in the mood for sex. 

Watermelon 
THIS LYCOPENE-RICH FOOD may have a Viagra-like effect on the body, as it  

relaxes blood vessels and improves circulation. 

Pine nuts 
HIGH IN ENERGIZING ZINC, linked to a healthy sex drive, pine nuts are also con-

sidered aphrodisiacs because of the effort required for your partner to procure these 

oily gems from pine cones for you.  (continued)



 Arugula 
THIS PEPPERY PLANT HAS BEEN DOCUMENTED as an aphrodisiac since the first 

century. The minerals and antioxidants found in dark leafy greens such as arugula 

have also been proved to block environmental contaminates that could negatively 

harm libido, says Walt Larimore, MD, a medical journal-

ist, author, and physician. 

Figs 
USED BY ADAM AND EVE IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN, 

the fig paradoxically symbolizes both sexuality (the ripe 

fruit with seeds representing fertility) and modesty (the 

fig leaf). Figs are full of potassium and are an antioxidant 

powerhouse. 

Olive oil 
PACKED WITH ANTIOXIDANTS, olives and their oil have been used for centuries 

for health. The Greeks believed they made men more virile. Olive oil is a good source 

of monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats, which are critical for a healthy heart, 

blood flow, and hormone production, says Beverly Whipple of the World Association 

of Sexology. 

Pomegranate 
THESE BRIGHT GEMS ENCLOSED IN A THICK ROSE HUSK are filled with antiox-

idants, which support blood flow. One study by the Male Clinic in California found 

that pomegranate juice had a positive effect on erectile dysfunction. 

Pumpkin seeds 
PUMPKIN SEEDS ARE HIGH IN MAGNESIUM, and, according to Dr. Oz, magne-

sium helps raise testosterone levels by making sure more enters the blood stream. 



Everyone Secretly Hates 

3 Types of Valentine’s Day 

Candy

F ORGET APHRODISIACS. There are foods that can kill the 

mood too. No one is getting lucky on Valentine’s Day if any 

of these sad sweets are in your shopping cart. 

Conversation Hearts    
YES, THE HEARTS THAT SAY “I LOVE YOU,” “Be mine,” and “Text me” 

are adorable, but many people think they taste awful. You can have only 

one or two of them before tossing the bag in the trash (ideally when the 

person who gave them to you isn’t looking). “They’re a classic Valen-

tine’s Day candy,” says Emily Kelly of the Candy Blogger. “But let’s be 

honest: No one wants to receive a box of candy that tastes like chalk.” 

Instead, Kelly recommends Jelly Belly Petite Sour Hearts because “they 

pack a punch of amazing flavor and cuteness.”  (continued)



Generic chocolate boxes from the grocery store 

THESE ARE A MAJOR NO. Not only do they taste like fake chocolate, but “so of-

ten the box is filled with mystery, and that’s not good for Valentine’s Day,” says Chris 

Stewart of the Candy Critic. If you’re going to give a heart-shaped box of Valentine’s 

Day chocolates, just spend the extra money and buy one from Godiva or Dove. We 

promise it’ll be a hit—and probably empty within seconds. 

Gummy lips 

HANDS DOWN THE WORST CANDY. These are fun if you’re five years old, 

but it’s a little weird for an adult to give another adult gummy lips. Stewart deems 

these “vulgar” and not “romantic.” Kelly says you should swap gummy lips for See’s 

Sour Hearts, which are the “perfect combo of sweet and sour.” 

Did you know that candy might be healthier than you think? 

http://www.rd.com/health/wellness/surprise-candy-better-for-you/


That Will Make Your Lover Swoon  

Poetry 

C AN’T QUITE PUT THOSE FUZZY, romantic feelings into 

words? Let these simple yet powerful poems do the job for you. 

BE WITH ME, darling, early and late.  

 —John Frederick Nims, “Love Poem” 

THERE IS NO FIRST, or last in Forever—It is Centre, there, all the time. 

 —Emily Dickinson, in a letter she wrote to Susan Gilbert Dickinson 

YOU ARE WHATEVER A MOON has always meant and whatever a sun 

will always sing is you.  

 —E. E. Cummings, “[i carry your heart with me (i carry it in]” 

I LOVE THEE TO THE DEPTH and breadth and height my soul can 

reach.  —Elizabeth Barrett Browning, “Sonnets from the Portuguese” 

I LOVE YOU WITHOUT KNOWING HOW, nor when, nor from where. 

 —Pablo Neruda, “100 Love Sonnets” 
 (continued)



I DREAMED THAT YOU BEWITCHED ME into bed and sung me 

moon-struck, kissed me quite insane.  

 —Sylvia Plath, “Mad Girl’s Love Song” 

I LOVE YOU LIKE CERTAIN DARK THINGS ARE LOVED, secretly, be-

tween the shadow and the soul.  —Pablo Neruda, “100 Love Sonnets” 

HAD WE BUT WORLD ENOUGH, and Time … We would sit down, and 

think which way To walk, and pass our long Loves Day.  

        — Andrew Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress”

LOVE IS ... AN EVER-FIXED MARK, that looks on tempests and is never 

shaken.  —William Shakespeare, “Sonnet 116” 

YOUR ABSENCE HAS GONE THROUGH ME like thread through a  

needle. Everything I do is stitched with its color.  

 —W. S. Merwin, “Separation”

If that doesn’t work, try a joke!
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