Muggleween

“Tell it to me again, Hermione,” Ron demanded while he, Harry and Hermione were in the Great Hall studying together. Since it was Halloween, the floating candles had been temporarily replaced with floating jack-o-lanterns bearing various facial features and designs. 
The trio, being in their fifth year, was accustomed to the Hogwarts Halloween traditions and knew that a top-grade Halloween feast was currently being prepared just for them, although Hermione was cross at the fact that it was house-elves doing all the labor. In just a matter of hours, their bellies would be full of all manner of delectable treats, but for now there was work to do (in Hermione’s case) and to be done by someone else (for Harry and Ron, most likely).
This was one of the best parts of a holiday Harry had only experienced by proxy when he was a child. He loved the idea of being able to eat his fill, or past his fill, when as a child all he was permitted to do was observe Dudley celebrating. “Dudders” would always be attired in some increasingly ridiculous-looking costume, which Aunt Petunia always spent loads of money on and fawned over every time, and then they’d all go off together to go con the neighbors into giving him candy. 
Needless to say, Harry was not allowed to go with them. At the end of the night, Dudley would return with a pillowcase bulging with sweets, which he then upended all over the floor right in front of Harry, as if to taunt him. Petunia usually made Dudley give Harry some of his candy, so he always selected his least favorite bits to give. Harry never got any chocolate or the more “premium” treats. 
Harry also recalled a tragic neighborhood Halloween party involving a game called bobbing for apples, wherein a large bucket was filled with icy cold water and a bunch of apples. Kids then dunked their heads in and attempted to snag an apple using only their teeth. Of course, as soon as he had his chance to get an apple, Dudley and his thick mates snuck up behind him and held his head underwater until he felt like he couldn’t breathe anymore, hearing their laughter echoing strangely the whole time.

As a result, Harry’s view of Halloween was somewhat skewered and he relied on Hermione’s experiences to make it better, since she was Muggleborn and spent her childhood in much the same environment as him, except of a higher quality since she had her parents and they cared about her.
“Ronald, I’ve told you before,” Hermione said sternly, brushing her hair back and appearing to concentrate very hard on her History of Magic essay. “I’ve got work to do.”
“C’mon, Hermione, tell us again. We want to know,” Ron pleaded. She sighed very loudly, set down her quill and turned to them.

“Oh, alright then. Well, things were different for me on Halloween. I remember carving pumpkins with Mum and Dad. They’re both good with knives since their jobs require them to use small tools with precision.”

“Knives,” Ron said, as if the very idea of piercing a pumpkin’s exterior with a knife was preposterous.

“Then we’d pop a candle in and put it out on the front steps. When the candle burned down, we’d put in another. I still love the smell of a lit jack-o-lantern to this day,” she said wistfully.

“Replacing candles! Blimey!” Ron said, chuckling. “No such thing as a Wendell’s Wicked Endless-Wick, then? Fred and George always put those on my birthday cake, they’re a devil to extinguish…”

“Ronald! Can I please?” Hermione asked impatiently. “My primary school often did a bit of decorating for the occasion and we were allowed to dress up on Halloween or the last school day before Halloween. It’s quite funny in retrospect because my favorite costume was a witch. This is before I knew, of course. And Muggles have it completely wrong with witches, mind you. They think we all wear pointy black hats constantly and our attire is only a tattered black dress. They did get the broom thing right, but often witches are depicted as not needing wands and there tends to be an overreliance on potions.” She bristled slightly. 

“So, after you dressed up as a witch, perhaps knowing you were one or something, what’d you do then?” Ron asked, obviously fascinated—all he’d managed to do of his essay was write his name. Harry knew this bit already, but part of the storytelling tradition was that this was Hermione’s story to tell, not his.

“Went around the neighborhood, asking for candy, of course,” she said nonchalantly. “I always knew which houses gave out the best treats and which ones were populated by people giving out apples or toothbrushes. Mind you, my own parents gave out sugar-free candy, which is alright but just…not as good.” Her face reddened slightly, as if she was embarrassed to admit this. “I’d get home and my parents would count my candy, separate it into categories and tell me I could only have so many from each category per day. Then they’d put my candy up on top of the pantry where I couldn’t reach it. One year, they were having a nap when I fancied some candy, but I didn’t want to wake them, so I tried to reach it myself, but couldn’t—and then, oddly enough, it flew down to meet me. I’m pretty sure that was a bit of accidental magic.”
Ron was amused by this story, transfixed perhaps, and applauded once it had ended. Harry got the feeling it had more to do with Hermione herself than the details of the story.
“Oh, Harry,” Hermione said. He looked up from his book. “I’m sorry. I know your childhood wasn’t good, does my story make you feel bad?”

“No. It’s fine,” he answered. “In fact, I rather like it. I think it’s good to know that not everyone had a rubbish childhood like me.” He smiled a wan, stretched smile. 

“Never mind that,” she said gently. “Things are better now. You’ve got—you’ve got Snuffles, you’ve got us, and…” Then she looked down at her satchel, nestled in her lap, and withdrew two small bags from it. “You’ve got this.” She handed him the bag, which was black and emblazoned with outlines of bats and a crescent moon.
“Hermione! What’s in here?” Harry asked as she gave Ron his bag.

“Oh, er, not much,” she said, blushing brightly now. “Just a bit of candy. The things I liked as a kid—the things I reached out so desperately for.” Inside the bag, Harry found chocolates and those premium candies Dudley always kept for himself, but not a single sweet he would’ve been given as a child.

“Wow! Muggle candy!” Ron said, gawping at his bounty. “Oh, I should tell Dad about this! This is brilliant!” He stood, going to the Owlery to write a quick letter, and smiled at Hermione before he went. “Cheers, Hermione.”

She watched him go, amused, before turning to Harry. “Thought that might be a bit of fun. Happy Halloween, Harry.” Then she gave him a quick, friendly little hug.

“Thanks, Hermione. Happy Halloween to you too.”

As Harry popped open a tube of Smarties, he realized that Halloween was fast becoming one of his favorite holidays, running a close second behind Christmas. They both emphasized friends, togetherness, traditions and sweets, after all—the things that make up a good life.
