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About the Author

· Blue Balliett taught for 10 years at the University of Chicago’s Lab School.  She believes kids are pattern makers that can live with gray areas better than adults can.  She grew up in Manhattan which was close to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Frick collection.  She became familiar with Vermeer’s work there.  As a child and student, she never liked being told what to think.

· www.blueballiet.com
· Balliet was a teacher at the University of Chicago Lab School which is where this story takes place.  

· Other books written by Blue Balliett are:  The Wright 3, The Ghosts of Nantucket: 23 True Accounts, Nantucket Ghosts:  44 True Hauntings

Annotation

Chasing Vermeer mixes mystery, possibilities, puzzles, and art.  The story takes place in Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood at the University of Chicago’s School.  Two eleven-year old students, Calder and Petra, become friends as they investigate a missing Vermeer painting.  The purpose of this book is to get children to think about people, relationships, patterns, coincidences, art, and how these relate.  There are seemingly random events that come together in a pattern.  The illustrator, Helquist, who has illustrated Lemony Snicket books, provides an interactive mystery in his illustrations.

Characters

· Calder Pillay is a student, hates writing, likes number patterns, and is a problem solver.

· Petra Andalee is a student in Calder’s class that loves to write, has a unique triangle of hair, is quiet, a loner, and her name if a family name after an ancient, stone city in Jordan.

· Ms. Hussey is Calder and Petra’s teacher.  She is honest, unpredictable, believes in another professor named John Dewey’s theory that learning is in doing and working on relevant projects to learn how to think.

· Mrs. Sharpe, Mr. Watch, Petra’s parents, Calder’s parents, Tommy and his mother, Selda Zegovia, and Denise, another student in their class, are secondary characters in this story.

Conflict/Conflict Resolution

The main conflict in this story is the missing Vermeer painting which gets recovered by Petra and Calder.  Many other conflicts occur in the story with coincidences, internal conflicts, and self-doubt.  Some examples of these are:  Ms. Hussey gets arrested, Calder is chased and disappears, Petra has dreams that seem real, Ms. Hussey hurts her arm, Mrs. Sharpe hurts her leg, and Calder gets locked in a basement.  All of these conflicts and incidences are resolved and have roles in the plot of the story and mystery.

Genre

· Mystery & Detective

Interest Level/Reading Level

· Ages 8-12 /   5.4

Booktalk

What brought two totally different students, Petra Andalee and Calder Pillay, together?  Are coincidences significant or are they simply coincidences?  Can two twelve year olds decipher a crime that has baffled the FBI?  Does a book of unexplainable occurrences, dreams, an eccentric woman, and a unique teacher intrigue you?  If so, read Chasing Vermeer by Blue Balliett.  This book is full of mystery and makes you question every character and every coincidence chapter by chapter.

Read Aloud Passages/Page Numbers

· p. 1 The same letter went out to all three:  “Dear Friend, I would like your help in identifying a crime that is now centuries old.  This crime has wronged one of the world’s greatest painters.  As those in positions of authority are not brave enough to correct this error, I have taken it upon myself to reveal the truth.  I have chosen you because of your discriminating eye, your intelligence, and your ability to think outside of convention.  If you wish to help me, you will be amply rewarded for any risks you take.  You may not show this letter to anyone.  Two other people in the world have received this document tonight.  Although you may never meet, the three of you will work together in ways none of us can predict.  If you show this to the authorities, you will most certainly be placing your life in danger.  You will know how to respond.  I congratulate you on your pursuit of justice.”

· p. 22 “A forgotten letter!  She wouldn’t bring a family secret to school, but she had to look.  When she crept downstairs later, however, the garbage was empty.”

· p. 43 “Lo! Petra was more and more amazed.  She had never seen a book like this.  It was, first of all, peppered with quotes from journals and newspapers round the world…”

· p. 47 “Hours later, under a sliver of moon, Petra was almost asleep.  As she rolled over, squashing her pillow into position on top of her arm, a strange thing happened:  Although her eyes were closed, she seemed to be looking at a young woman.”

· p. 59-60 “After writing the letter and sealing the envelope, it occurred to Calder that maybe this was bad advice.  What if something horrible really had happened to the kid next door?”

· p. 63-64 “There have been many mysterious disappearances of human beings….Chicago Tribune, Jan. 5, 1900, Sherman Church, a young man employed in the Augusta mills has disappeared.  He was seated in the company’s office, when he arose and ran into the mill.  He has not been seen since. “

· p. 76 “What letter?  And what had happened to the one that was torn up?  What would be over?  Did their family need money?  Would they have to move?”

· p. 80 “Petra’s stomach gave a sickening lurch.  It was not only her costume, it was the woman in her dream.  She touched the reproduction with her hand, as if to be sure it was really there.”

· p. 98 “Even events that were purely accidental were beginning to feel like they fit together, but not in a way he understood or even knew how to think about.”

· p. 99 “Petra read the headlines.  On the front of the Chicago Tribune, in giant letters, were the words VERMEER VANISHES:  IRREPLACEABLE TREASURE DISAPPEARS BETWEEN WASHINGTON AND CHICAGO.”

· p. 143 “What about the letter she had picked up that day on Harper Avenue-had that been one of the original three?  Was Mrs. Sharpe really a victim now?  Was Ms. Hussey?”

· p. 151 “I think we need to go into high gear and start actively hunting.”

· p. 183 “But what interests me is the idea that much of what we humans take to be a lie is true, and much of what we think is true is a lie.”

· p. 207 “Before Petra could tell her about the zap on the staircase, the old woman said, “Just be careful.  Looking and seeing are two very different things.”  The phone line went dead.”

Setting

· Fall, October

· Chicago

· University School in neighborhood called Hyde Park

Summary

When a book of inexplicable occurrences bring eleven-year-olds Calder Pillay and Petra Andalee together, strange things begin to happen.  Some seemingly unrelated events connect, an eccentric old woman seeks their company, and a precious Vermeer painting disappears.  Suddenly, the two find themselves at the center of an international art scandal.  Can they solve a crime that has stumped the FBI?

Point of View

· Third Person

Themes

· art, Johannes Vermeer 1632-1675, mystery, detective stories

Resources

· paperback, hardback, audio cassette, audio compact disc, large print hardcover

Across the Curriculum Connections

· Art:  illustrations have hidden message related to pentomino code, but not presented in exactly the same form; a certain living creature plays a role in deciphering the code, and pieces of the message appear in the artwork at regular intervals and create a pattern in the book.

· Math:  pentominoes/geometry

· Social Studies:  map key in book with neighborhood; newspapers & letters to study history

Activities

· Students could research pentominoes and manipulate them to find patterns.
· Students could make a map of their school grounds.
· Choose a topic and research the local library for past newspapers or letters for research information rather than using a book or the internet.
· Discuss what makes a good mystery and write your own.
Discussion Questions

Ch. 1-8

1. What was the letter asking help for?

2. Who received the letter, and why did it say these 3 people were chosen?

3. Who are the main characters?  List at least 3 facts describing them.

4. What was the 1st assignment Ms. Hussey gave the students?

5. What did Calder receive from his cousin as a 12th birthday present?

6. Name at least 5 facts you learned about Petra and /or her family?

7. What did you learn about Calder’s family?

8. How did the class writing assignment turn out?

9. What did Ms. Hussey decide to do after the assignment failed?

10. What happened to Calder and Petra at the art museum?

11. Why do you think Ms. Hussey didn’t get mad at them for being brought back by a guard?

12. Petra was reading a book called Lo! by Charles Fort.  What was the book about?

13. What vision did Petra have when she went to bed?

14. Describe the possession Calder’s grandma left him?  What was a rainbow bath?

15. What news did Tommy tell Calder in his letter, and how did Tommy and Calder write to each other?

16. Where did Calder work one day a week?  And what did he do?

17. What did Calder see in Mrs. Sharpe’s house?

18. What did Mrs. Sharpe ask Calder to do?

19. Who was Vermeer?

Ch. 9-16

1. What did Petra find out about the vision she had in her head?

2. Why are Calder and Petra researching, and what are they researching?

3. What coincidences or overlapping ideas did Petra and Calder notice?

4. What does Petra notice about her father?  Why does she think he has started this peculiar behavior?

5. What did Petra read in the headlines of the Chicago Tribune?

6. Why did Petra and Calder say “Besides, who would’ve paid any attention to two kids talking about what sounds like a few coincidences?”

7. Summarize the contents of the unsigned letter printed in the newspaper.

8. What clue did Mrs. Sharpe give to Petra and Calder?

9. What do Petra and Calder think happened to Ms. Hussey?

10. What inventive situation did Ms. Hussey have the students work on in class, and why did Petra and Calder think she had them working on this?

11. What did the newspapers say about Mrs. Sharpe?

12. What happened to Mrs. Sharpe’s husband?

13. What discovery was made about Mrs. Sharpe and Ms. Hussey?

14. After seeing that Ms. Hussey was genuinely scared, what does Petra think the and Calder need to do?

15. What did Petra and Calder pretend to in order to look for the painting?

16. Why did Petra tell Ms. Hussey Calder had a morning dentist appointment?

17. What did they find in the package?

Ch. 17-24

1. What did Petra find in Mrs. Sharpe’s bushes?

2. Why was the theft considered a gift?

3. Why was an ambulance at Mrs. Sharpe’s house?

4. What were Petra and Calder supposed to deliver for Mrs. Sharpe, and who was it addressed to?

5. Why couldn’t Calder and Petra read the letter before they mailed it?

6. What were Petra’s feelings as she walked through Delia Dell Hall!

7. What did the last anonymous letter say about the painting?

8. Who did Calder and Petra see together in the Delia Dell Hall?

9. What were the significances about the number 12?

10. When Calder and Petra snuck into Delia Dell Hall at night, what did they find?

11. What happened as Calder and Petra raced out of the Hall?

12. Where did Petra find Calder?

13. Who was “Old Fred” to Tommy, who was he really, and what was his nickname?

14. What was Zavier Glitt’s plan to get the Vermeer, and why did he want it?

15. Why did Glitts befriend Ms. Hussey, Mrs. Sharpe, and Mr. Watch?

16. Why had Petra’s dad been at Delia Dell Hall the day Calder and Petra were there?

17. What did you learn about the letter Petra found outside on the ground and in the bushes?

18. What did Mrs. Sharpe share about “A Lady Writing” to Calder and Petra?

19. What were more significances about the number 12 at the end of the story?

20. What was the significance of Ms. Hussey saying “The letter is dead” at the beginning of the year, and what was the letter?

21. What things happened on December 12th?

22. Who did Petra find out she might be related to?

Vocabulary

Introduction:  pentominoes:  a set of pentominoes is a mathematical tool consisting of 12 pieces.  Each piece is made of five squares that share at least one side.

Ch. 1   agitated:  bothered or irritated


intriguing:  grabs your attention; interesting

Ch. 2
refuge:  private, safe place

Ch. 3
hybrid:  a combination of 2 things


namesakes:  someone you’re named after

Ch. 4
murmur:  low sound

Ch. 5
bizarre:  odd; peculiar


disoriented:  confused; unaware of whereabouts


deliberate:  intentional

Ch. 6
resemble:  looks like something


mediocre:  satisfactory; not extraordinary

Ch. 7
idiotic: not smart


confide:  share a thought or secret

Ch. 8
reproductions:  copies of something


instinctively:  to do with instinct or without thinking

Ch. 9
rare:  unique

Ch. 10
absentmindedly:  without any real thought

Ch. 11
ingenious:  very smart

Ch. 12
restrain:  hold back

Ch. 13 
scurry:  hurry around


instantaneous:  happening now or instantly

Ch. 14 
random:  in no particular order or without sense

Ch. 16
radical:  way out of the norm


reminiscing:  talking about the past

Ch. 17
uproar:  chaos; noise

Ch. 18
correspondence:  communication; mail

Ch. 20
intricate: hidden; detailed

IN Standard Met for Reading/L.A.

Grade 4:  4.1.2, 4.1.3, 4.1.4, 4.1.6, 4.2.2, 4.2.3, 4.2.4, 4.2.6, 4.3.1, 4.3.2, 4.3.3, 4.3.4

Grade 5:  5.1.2, 5.1.3, 5.1.4, 5.1.5, 5.2.2, 5.2.3, 5.2.4, 5.2.5, 5.3.1, 5.3.2, 5.3.3, 5.3.4, 5.3.5, 5.3.7

Grade 6:  6.1.2, 6.1.3, 6.1.4, 6.1.5, 6.2.3, 6.3.1, 6.3.2, 6.3.3, 6.3.6, 6.3.7, 6.3.8

