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AFTER TWENTY YEARS

O. HENRY (1862 — 1910), American short story writer, had an
adventurous life in which he tried many different jobs but
succeeded only in one — as a writer of short stories. He wrote
some 600 of these, chiefly for newspapers. They are plain in
language, reglistic in style and end with a surprise for the reader —
as you will see in “AFTER TWENTY YEARS”.






{1 After Twenty Years J;IE'

The slow and heavy footsteps of the policeman echoed in the
avenue. It was not late, it was not yet ten o’clock at night, but
there was almost nobody about. The cold wind and showers of
rain had driven most people indoots.

The policeman walked on at his regular pace. Now and then
he stopped to try a door to see whether it was properly locked.
Now and then he swung his club in a skilful manner or turned to
give a watchful look down the peaceful street. His beat was a
quiet one. There were chiefly shops and offices which had long
since closed. The only places lighted up were the chemist’s at the
corner, a cigarette store, and an all-night cafe.

The policeman suddenly slowed his walk. In the dark doorway
of a hardware store he could see a man standing, with an unlighted
cigar in his mouth. The policeman went up to him.

“It’s all right, officer,” the man said quickly. “I'm just waiting
here for a friend. It’s a meeting that we arranged twenty years
ago. It sounds a bit strange to you, doesn’t it? Well, I'll explain
so that you’ll know it’s all right. Twenty years ago, there was a
restaurant here where this store is — ‘Big Joe’ Brady’s restaurant.”

It was pulled down five years ago,” said the policeman.

The man in the doorway struck a match to light his cigar. By
the light of the match, the policeman saw a pale, square face
with sharp eyes and a little white mark near the right eyebrow.
He also saw the man’s tiepin which was a large diamond in an
unusual setting.

The man puffed at his cigar and went on with his story.
“Twenty years ago tonight,” he said, I had dinner here at ‘Big
Joe’ Brady’s with Jimmy Wells, my best friend and the truest
man in the world. Jimmy and I were brought up together, here,
in New York. We were like brothers. I was eighteen and Jimmy
was twenty. The next morning 1 was going to start out for the
West to make my fortune. But Jimmy — you couldn’t get Jimmy
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to move an inch from New York! It was the only place in the
world for him. That night we arranged that we’d meet here in
twenty years’ time. No matter how far off we were, rich or poor,
if we were alive, we were going to meet here. We thought that in
twenty years’ time we’d have made something of our lives.”

“It sounds very interesting,” said the policeman. “But rather a
long time between meetings. Haven’t you heard from your friend
since you went away?”

“Well, you know how it is. We wrote pretty regularly at first.
Then, as time passed, we lost track of each other. I had a pretty
lively life out there in the West and not much time for writing
letters. But I'm sure that Jimmy will come to meet me here if
he’s still alive because he was always the best and truest friend
in the world. He won’t forget his old friend, I’'m certain. I’ve come
a thousand miles to stand here waiting tonight, but it’s well worth
it if my old friend turns up.”

The man from the West pulled a handsome watch out of his poc-
ket. The policeman saw that its lids were set with small diamonds.

“Three minutes to ten,” he said. “It was exactly ten o’clock
when Jimmy and I said goodbye at the door of ‘Big Joe’ Brady’s."”

“Did pretty well out West, didn’t you?” the policeman asked.

“Not bad. [ hope Jimmy has done well for himself too. Jimmy
was always a bit slow, you know. A good fellow but a bit slow.
He wouldn’t take any risks. I’'ve had to risk a lot to make my
money. You have to, out there in the West.” )

The policeman swung his club and began to move on.

“I’ll have to be on my way,” he said. “Hope your friend tumns
up all right. Are you going to wait long?”

“Half an hour, at least,” the man said. “If Jimmy’s alive, he’ll
be here by then. Oh, I'll wait! I don’t mind how long I have to
wait for Jimmy, good old Jimmy! Good night, officer.”

“Good night, sir,” said the policeman. And he went along his
beat with his slow and heavy tread, trying a door here and there
as he went.



AFTER TWENTY YEARS 5

By this time it was raining hard and the wind was blowing in
wild gusts. The few people who had to be out in such bad weather
hurried along with bent heads. Their coat collars were turned up,
their hats were pulled down and their hands were pushed deep
inside their pockets. And in the dark doorway of the hardware
store, the man who had come a thousand miles to meet his old
friend, smoked his cigar, watched and waited.

He had been waiting for about twenty minutes when a tali
man hurried across the street towards him. Like everyone else,
the man was wearing a long raincoat with the collar turned up to
his ears while his hat was pulled down low over his forehead.

“Is that you, Bob?”’ the man called uncertainly.

“Is that you, Jimmy Wells?” cried the man in the doorway.

The newcomer seized -
both the other’s hands with
his own. “It’s Bob! Dear
old Bob! I was certain that
you’d come if you were still
alive. Well! Well! Twenty
years is a long time, isn’t it?
‘Big Joe’ Brady’s is gone.
What a pity! We might have
had a dinner there to cele-
brate. How has the West
treated you, old man?”

“Fine. It’s given me every-
thing I wanted. Jimmy,
you’ve changed a lot. I
never thought that you
were so tall.”

“I guess I’ve grown a bit
since you went away.”

“Doing all right in New
York, Jimmy?”




“Not bad. Can’t complain. I'm working in one of the city
offices. Well, come on, Bob. Let’s go to a little place that I know
of, and have a long talk about old times.”

The two men walked up the avenue, arm in arm. The man
from the West was talking about his life and his successes. The
other, his face buried in his coat collar, was listening with great
interest.

At the corner of the street they came to the chemist’s which
was brilliantly lit up. They stopped and each looked closely into
the other’s face. Suddenly, the man from the West pulled his
arm free.

“You’re not Jimmy Wells,” he said sharply. “Twenty years is a
long time but it’s not long enough to change your nose from long
to short.”

“It’s long enough to change a good man into a criminal,” said
the other. “ ‘Silky’ Bob, you’ve been under arrest for the last ten
minutes. You’re wanted by the police in Chicago. They thought
that you might come this way and phoned us to keep our eyes
open. They want a little talk with you, and you know why —
about that bank robbery. You’re coming quietly, aren’t you?
That’s sensible. But before we go to the policestation, I want to
give this little note to you. I promised to. You can read it here
by the light from that window. It’s from Jimmy Wells. He’s the
policeman on this beat.”

The man from the West unfolded the note. His hand was
steady when he began reading it but it was trembling before he
had finished. The note was quite short:

Bob:

I was there on time, just as we had arranged. But when
you lit your cigar, I recognised you as ‘Silky’ Bob, wanted
by the Chicago police. I just couldn’t arrest you myself, so I
got a plain-clothes policeman to do the job for me.

Jimmy



THE CUP OF TEA

AFFONSO BOTELHO was a Portuguese writer of the nineteenth
century. Portuguese short stories are not often comic but ‘“THE
Cup ofF TEA” is a light-hearted story of the amusing adventures of

a traveller in search of a cup of tea.






’ﬁ, The Cup of Tea o'y

All this happened, as you will see, before the railway from Oporto
to Regoa had been completed and when travellers had to travel
part of the way by stage-coach.

The stage-coach, drawn by six strong horses, was waiting out-
side the coach-station in Oporto. It was time for it to be setting
out. A noisy crowd was gathered round it; friends were saying a
last goodbye; passengers were shouting that they could not get the
seats that they had booked, and some were screaming that they
could not see their luggage. Porters were trying to push their way
through the crowd, swearing and cursing as they pushed.

A young man sat quietly in the coach, in the seat nearest the
door. He had taken his seat early and had seen his luggage safely
placed on the roof of the coach. And now the other places were
filled except for the one opposite him. It seemed that this
passenger was not going to arrive in time.

The driver climbed to his séat, the guard blew his horn and the
coach was just going to start when a strange sight came round the
corner. This was a fat man who was trying hard to hurry but only
succeeding in walking like a duck. He was waving an enormous
umbrella and shouting hoarsely to attract the attention of the
driver. He was followed by two porters loaded with his luggage.

The guard swore at him and so did the porters as they lifted up
his heavy luggage. The fat passenger, breathing hard, climbed into
the empty seat and with some difficulty found room for his
umbrella and his enormous cloak.

The coach went rattling down the stony streets of Oporto
towards the railway station. The fat passenger was very restless
and uneasy. He simply could not sit still and kept on muttering
something. At last he caught the eye of the quiet young man
opposite him, Joao de Sousa.

“It’s too bad,” he said. “Just think! I could not get my cup of
tea!”




