
“Alright, how did we get on with last night’s sums?” 
 
Aoife didn’t get on at all with last night’s sums. Ms Mulcahy had started doing long 
multiplication with them on Monday, and even after three painful days in class trying to 
follow it on the board and figure it out, she wasn’t any clearer about how to do it. The 
only thing multiplying were the hours it took to do her homework every night… and the 
test was tomorrow. A heavy weight dropped in Aoife’s stomach when she thought of it. 
 
It was only a nudge from Sinéad that brought Aoife out of her head. Sinéad gestured 
across the classroom, grinning, at Hugh Doheny, who was bouncing in his seat, a foot 
under him, as Ms Mulcahy called out the answers and he ticked them off in his copy.  
 
Aoife kind of understood what Sinéad was getting at, but mostly she wondered why 
Hugh wanted to put himself out there so much. Maths made her want to crawl under the 
table. 
 
“Aoife! What did you get for question five last night?” 
 
Oh no. Question five was a mess. Aoife had gone through every page in her maths 
book, she’d asked her mam for help, her dad, her big brother doing the Junior Cert, her 
little sister and the hamster, and she still didn’t get an answer. Ms Mulcahy was waiting.  
 
“I… I didn’t get it.” 
 
“Didn’t get an answer at all?” Ms Mulcahy turned around from the board and put her 
hands on what Sinéad called “childbearing” hips, which she’d heard from her mam. “Did 
you do any homework last night?” 
 
“I did! I did everything else,” said Aoife, her voice getting smaller and smaller. “I just 
couldn’t get any of the sums. I didn’t know where to start.” 
 
There was a creaking from the other side of the room. Hugh had started rocking in his 
chair, staring down at his copy, which Aoife couldn’t see but she just knew it was filled 
with red ticks and Well Dones and Very Goods and gold stars. Aoife’s maths copy didn’t 
look like that at all.  
 
“Hugh,” Ms Mulcahy said, frowning, “you can come to the whiteboard and show Aoife 
how to do question five. Up you get.” 
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And Hugh froze. He stared down at his copy, eyes flickering, lips pressed together. He 
looked, Aoife thought, like he had been betrayed. Like Mufasa in the Lion King hanging 
from Scar’s paws on the edge of the cliff. 
 
“Come on Hugh, show Aoife on the board how you got the answer. Bring your 
copybook. Quickly now!” 
Hugh slowly lifted himself onto his feet, hands on the desk pressing down. The chair 
scraped as he moved it to step in the aisle and he flinched, gripping his copy with white 
knuckles. 
 
He got to the whiteboard, and picked up a marker. He stared at the board in front of 
him, the big blank space, for long seconds, bony shoulder blades moving up and down 
through his jumper. 
 
“Aoife,” said Ms Mulcahy, “please tell Hugh what question we’re on and where you got 
stuck.” 
 
“It’s question five,” she said, “and I got stuck from the very start.” She tried not to look at 
Sinéad. 
 
Hugh wrote up the question on the whiteboard. 
 

469 
x32 

 
 
“First,” he mumbled, “you multiply 2 by 9 - “ 
 
“Now speak up Hugh,” Ms Mulcahy said with her arms folded, even though she always 
said it was rude to interrupt. “Aoife can’t hear you from the back of the class if you talk 
into your sleeve!” 
 
But Aoife could clearly hear the breath catch in Hugh’s throat. Before she realised, she 
had stood up.  
 
“It’s okay Miss,” she heard herself say, grabbing her own copy and pencil and stepping 
past Sinéad, “I can come up.” 
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On the way she took Hugh’s woolly green scarf off the back of his chair, that she’d seen 
the fringed end of in his fingers when they did their own work in class. She went up to 
Hugh at the whiteboard and held out his scarf. 
 
Hugh reached for the scarf, wrapping it around his chin and taking a deep breath, 
looking at her with wide eyes that flickered from her eyes to her ear and back again. 
 
“I’m not very good at maths like you are Hugh,” Aoife said softly. “Could you please help 
me with this one question? We can do it bit by bit?” 
 
Hugh flicked the tassels from the scarf around the whiteboard marker in his hand, and 
nodded. Aoife stood close by him, trying to hide their teacher, who had proved to be of 
no help. 
 
“First,” he said, “multiply 2 by 9. That’s 18.” 
 
The 8 went under the line, the 1 went on top of the 6 (“for when we need it,” Hugh said) 
and Hugh continued to talk her through the sum, idly flapping with his scarf hand when 
she caught up with it. 
 
Aoife remembered what her dad sometimes said, that everything, even maths 
homework, had a way of working itself out, if you could find it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teacher-Led Points of Discussion 
 

● Why did Aoife bring Hugh’s scarf up to him? 
● How else could Aoife had gotten help with her homework? 
● How did Hugh feel when the teacher called him up to the whiteboard? 
● What do you think this story tells us about difference? 
● Can you think of a time when a classmate helped you, and when you helped one 

of your classmates? 
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