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After Twenty Years: Answer Key

I. Structure:

This answer key follows the structure of O. Henry's short story, "After Twenty Years," providing answers
organized by section. Each section corresponds to a significant plot point or thematic element within the
narrative. The key is divided into the following sections:

Section 1: The Initial Encounter and the Setting the Scene: Analysis of the opening description of the setting
(New York City street at night), the introduction of Jimmy Wells and his anticipation of the meeting, and the
initial description of "Silas" (the seemingly successful businessman). This section explores the significance of
the chosen setting and the foreshadowing present in the initial dialogue.

Section 2: The Long-Awaited Reunion and the Unveiling of "Silas": Detailed analysis of the conversation
between the two men, focusing on their reminiscences, changes over two decades, and the subtle hints about
"Silas's" true identity. This section examines the narrative tension building up to the reveal.

Section 3: The Revelation and the Police Officer's Dilemma: Examination of the moment of revelation, Jimmy
Wells's internal conflict, and the ethical implications of his decision. This section analyzes the dramatic irony
and the unexpected twist in the plot.

Section 4: Themes and Symbolism: Discussion of the central themes in the story, including loyalty, friendship,
fate, the passage of time, ambition, and justice. The analysis incorporates symbolic elements such as the chosen
meeting place, the time elapsed, and the contrasting fates of the two friends.

Section 5: Literary Devices and Writing Style: Exploration of O. Henry's masterful use of irony,
foreshadowing, suspense, and character development. This section also analyzes the story's narrative
structure and point of view.

II. Description:

This comprehensive answer key provides in-depth explanations and analyses of O. Henry's "After Twenty
Years." It offers detailed answers to potential comprehension questions, delves into the story's literary
techniques, and explores its complex themes. This resource is ideal for students studying the story in literature
classes, readers seeking a deeper understanding of the narrative, or anyone interested in a thorough critical
analysis of O. Henry's work. The key goes beyond simple plot summaries, providing insightful interpretations of
the characters' motivations and the author's stylistic choices.

III. Author: [Your Name/Name of the Key Creator]

IV. Keywords: O. Henry, After Twenty Years, short story analysis, literary devices, theme, irony, suspense,
friendship, loyalty, justice, fate, character analysis, American literature.

V. Summary:

"After Twenty Years" is a captivating short story by O. Henry about two childhood friends who agree to
meet after twenty years at a specific location. One friend, Jimmy Wells, arrives punctually, only to encounter
a man who claims to be his long-lost friend, but who bears the marks of a life lived on the fringes of the law.
This answer key meticulously unpacks the story’s intricate plot twists, explores the underlying themes of
loyalty, betrayal, and the consequences of choices made, and analyzes O. Henry's masterful use of irony and
suspense to create a memorable and thought-provoking narrative. It provides detailed answers to
comprehension questions, examines the characters’ motivations, and offers in-depth analysis of the story's



literary techniques and symbolism.

VI. Publisher: [Name of Publisher or Self-Published]

VII. Editor: [Name of Editor, if applicable]

(The following sections would comprise the bulk of the 1000-word answer key, filling in the detailed answers
corresponding to each section outlined in the "Structure" section above. Examples are provided below, but
would need significant expansion to reach 1000 words.)

VIII. Detailed Answers (Examples – to be expanded considerably):

Section 1: The Initial Encounter and Setting the Scene:

The story opens with a vivid description of a dimly lit New York City street at night, immediately establishing a
mood of suspense and mystery. The choice of setting is crucial; the anonymity of the city contrasts with the
intensely personal nature of the reunion. The police officer, Jimmy Wells, is shown to be a man of duty and
loyalty, setting the stage for his later internal conflict. The initial description of "Silas" hints at his
potentially dubious character through his sophisticated attire, yet nervous demeanor.

Section 2: The Long-Awaited Reunion and the Unveiling of "Silas":

The conversation between the two men reveals much about their contrasting lives. Jimmy, having remained
honest and law-abiding, is contrasted with "Silas's" outward appearance of success which masks a criminal
lifestyle. The nostalgic reminiscences highlight the passage of time and the changes it brings. Subtle hints, such
as "Silas's" nervousness and avoidance of direct questions, foreshadow the shocking revelation to come.

Section 3: The Revelation and the Police Officer's Dilemma:

The revelation of "Silas's" true identity creates a powerful moment of dramatic irony. The reader understands
the truth long before Jimmy reveals his identity as the police officer. Jimmy's dilemma highlights a conflict
between personal loyalty and professional duty. His choice underscores the complex nature of justice and the
ethical considerations involved in upholding the law.

Section 4: Themes and Symbolism:

The story explores multiple themes, including the unwavering nature of loyalty, even in the face of betrayal.
The passage of time acts as a key element, highlighting the changes in both characters and their contrasting life
choices. The meeting place, a seemingly ordinary location, becomes symbolic of the passage of time and the
unanticipated twists of fate. The contrasting fates of the two friends serve as a commentary on the
importance of morality and integrity.

Section 5: Literary Devices and Writing Style:

O. Henry masterfully employs irony to create a surprising and impactful ending. The foreshadowing throughout
the story builds suspense effectively. The narrative uses a third-person omniscient point of view, allowing the
reader access to the thoughts and feelings of both characters, contributing to the story's impact. The
story's succinctness and its unexpected twist are hallmarks of O. Henry's distinctive writing style.

(Note: This is a framework. Each section requires significant expansion with detailed analysis, textual evidence,
and insightful interpretation to reach the desired 1000-word count.)



After Twenty Years: Unlocking the Mystery and Mastering the
Answer Key

Keywords: After Twenty Years, O. Henry, short story, answer key, literary analysis, themes, plot summary,
character analysis, symbolism, irony, quiz, questions, answers, study guide, teaching resources, comprehension
questions, discussion questions, essay prompts.

Meta Description: Dive deep into O. Henry's "After Twenty Years," with this comprehensive guide. We provide a
detailed plot summary, character analysis, thematic exploration, and an extensive answer key to common
comprehension and discussion questions. Perfect for students and enthusiasts alike!

Introduction:

O. Henry's "After Twenty Years" is a classic short story renowned for its impactful twist ending and
exploration of themes like loyalty, betrayal, and the passage of time. Its concise yet compelling narrative has
cemented its place in literature classrooms and captivated readers for generations. This article serves as a
comprehensive resource, providing not just an "answer key" to common questions, but a rich analysis of the
story's various layers. We’ll delve into the plot, character development, symbolic elements, and the powerful
irony that makes the story so memorable. We'll also provide an extensive Q&A section to address
comprehension and critical thinking questions.

Plot Summary: A Rendezvous Gone Wrong

The story centers on two childhood friends, Jimmy Wells and "Silas" (later revealed to be Jimmy's old friend,
Bob). They agree to meet after twenty years at a specific location: a designated spot near a police station.
Jimmy, now a police officer, arrives punctually. He waits patiently, observing the changing city around him.
Finally, a man arrives, matching Jimmy's memory of Bob, albeit a bit older and weathered. However, the reunion
takes an unexpected, poignant turn, with Bob's true identity and fate revealed in the climactic moment.

Character Analysis: Exploring Jimmy and Bob's Transformations

Jimmy Wells: Jimmy represents unwavering loyalty and a strict adherence to the law. Despite the years apart
and the transformation Bob has undergone, Jimmy's dedication to his duty prevails. His internal conflict – torn
between his friendship and his oath – highlights the moral complexities of the situation. His actions at the end,
while heartbreaking, demonstrate his commitment to justice. Consider how his character embodies the "good cop"
archetype.

Bob (Silas): Bob’s character undergoes a significant transformation over twenty years. He starts as an
ambitious young man who dreams of a better life in the West. The story strongly suggests his transformation
into "Silas" was fueled by criminal activity, a stark contrast to his past dreams. The weight of his choices
and the consequences become vividly apparent in the story's denouement. His character reflects the corrosive
impact of crime and betrayal.

Thematic Exploration: Delving Deeper into the Story's Meaning

Loyalty vs. Betrayal: The central theme revolves around the conflict between loyalty to a friend and
loyalty to the law. Jimmy’s dilemma underscores the internal struggle many face when personal relationships
clash with professional obligations. Bob's betrayal of their friendship and his disregard for the law highlight
the destructive nature of crime.

The Passage of Time: The twenty-year gap between their initial promise and their reunion underscores the



transformative power of time. Both men have aged, their lives taking drastically different paths. This emphasis
on time reflects how choices made early in life can shape one's destiny.

Justice and the Law: The story's setting near a police station is not coincidental. It underscores the presence
of law and order and emphasizes the inevitability of facing the consequences of one's actions. Jimmy’s adherence
to the law, even at the cost of his personal feelings, serves as a commentary on the power of justice.

Appearance vs. Reality: O. Henry masterfully uses the motif of appearances vs. reality. Bob’s initial appearance
matches Jimmy's memories, leading to false expectations. The twist ending unveils the harsh reality behind the
outwardly respectable Silas. This underscores the importance of looking beyond superficial appearances.

Symbolism: Unveiling the Hidden Meanings

The Police Station: The station symbolizes the omnipresent force of law and order. Its proximity to the meeting
place is significant, hinting at the inevitable encounter with justice.
The Watch: Jimmy's watch can be seen as a symbol of the relentless march of time and the irreversible
consequences of actions.
The Letter: The letter Jimmy leaves for Bob is a powerful symbol of compassion amidst strict adherence to
duty. It showcases Jimmy’s inner conflict and his subtle act of mercy.

Irony: The Unexpected Twist

The story's most impactful element is its powerful irony. The reader, along with Jimmy, anticipates a joyful
reunion. Instead, the revelation of Bob's criminal activities creates a poignant and unexpected twist. This ironic
ending heightens the story's emotional impact and reinforces its themes of betrayal and justice.

Answer Key: Addressing Common Questions

Here are answers to common comprehension and discussion questions about "After Twenty Years."

Comprehension Questions:

Where and when do Jimmy and Bob agree to meet? They agree to meet at the same spot near a police1.
station, twenty years after their last meeting.

What are the physical descriptions of Jimmy and Bob upon their reunion? Jimmy is described as a police1.
officer, looking respectable and serious. Bob (Silas) appears older and more weathered, wearing a high-
collared coat.

What is the significance of Jimmy's profession in relation to the story's events? Jimmy's profession as a1.
police officer directly impacts the story's outcome as he is bound to uphold the law, regardless of his
personal feelings.

What is the identity of "Silas"? "Silas" is revealed to be Bob, Jimmy’s old friend, now a criminal.1.



How does Jimmy react to discovering Bob's true identity? Jimmy is conflicted, torn between his friendship1.
and his duty as a police officer. He ultimately adheres to his duty and leaves a note for Bob.

Discussion Questions:

Explore the themes of loyalty and betrayal in the story. Jimmy's loyalty to his duty conflicts with his1.
loyalty to his friend. Bob's betrayal of their friendship highlights the destructive nature of criminal
activity.

Analyze the significance of the story's setting. The proximity of the meeting place to the police station1.
underscores the themes of law and order and the inevitability of facing the consequences of one's
actions.

Discuss the irony of the story's ending. The stark contrast between the expected reunion and the actual1.
revelation about Bob creates powerful irony. This twist intensifies the story’s emotional impact.

How does O. Henry use symbolism in the story to enhance its meaning? The police station, watch, and1.
letter all symbolize various elements of the story, such as law, time, and compassion.

Write an essay analyzing the characters of Jimmy and Bob, exploring their transformations over the1.
twenty years. Consider their motivations, their choices, and the impact of those choices on their lives.
(This prompts deeper analysis and critical thinking skills).

Conclusion: A Lasting Impression

"After Twenty Years" remains a powerful and impactful story due to its concise narrative, compelling
characters, and its masterfully crafted ironic twist. This analysis provides a thorough exploration of the
story’s various aspects, aiming to enhance understanding and appreciation for O. Henry's literary prowess. The
answer key provided facilitates deeper comprehension, enabling students and readers to engage more critically
with this enduring classic. Remember to always look beyond the surface – much like Jimmy had to – to fully
appreciate the complexities and enduring themes of this timeless tale.
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