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was to be 40 + x, and the son s 18 + x. These are in the present
instance 40--7, or 33, and 18--7, or 11. And 33 is 3 times 11. The
negative sign teaches us that the number of years that is to
make the father s age 3 times the son s is to be subtracted, not
to be added, and accordingly we find, that 7 years ago the
father s age was just three times the son s. Observe, that when
a = 3 b, x = 0; that is to say, that when the father is three times
as old as the son at the present time, x is neither a quantity to
be added nor subtracted. This question may be made still more
general by proposing to find when the father s age will be n
times the son...
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