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Setting in “After Twenty Years”


In “After Twenty Years,” O. Henry uses three elements of setting—time of day, location, and weather— to create an ominous tone for his classic short story about friendship and hard choices.  


First of all, he sets his story late at night, instantly creating an air of mystery. Henry indicates, “The time was barely 10 o'clock at night” (1). By setting his story at this time, the author shrouds the characters' actions in darkness and their faces are lit by cigarette matches. Furthermore, the late time ensures that most businesses are closed, adding to a feeling of apprehension.  


Next, the urban New York location creates a landscape full of hidden corners, hinting at criminal undertones.  Readers first encounter Jimmy “[i]n the doorway of a darkened hardware store” and “with an unlighted cigar in his mouth” (1). Furthermore, the text suggests that the darkness is only pierced here and there by “the lights of a cigar store or of an all-night lunch counter” (1). These descriptions of the city at night create an atmosphere where light flits only occasionally over darkened faces. 


Finally, gloomy weather frames the story, foreshadowing the ironic twist at the end. The story opens upon a lone policeman walking amidst “chilly gusts of wind with a taste of rain in them” (1).  This “taste of rain” suggests the literal and figurative storm that is on its way. Later, the “gusts” turn into “a steady blow” and a “fine, cold drizzle” starts to fall (2). This shift happens right before the final “chilling” revelation.


A master of his craft, O. Henry effectively utilizes setting in his story, creating mystery through the darkness of night, the forlorn New York cityscape, and the cold, dreary wind that breaks into rain.  The setting creates a mood, an air of mystery, that perfectly compliments this tale of friendship, betrayal, and conflicting loyalties.  

