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“When my friend Joy asked 
me if I wanted to write some-
thing on the theme of starting 
over, my immediate question 
to her was ‘which time?”

“The last time,” she re-
plied. “People want to know 
how you’re doing.”

Such was the opening para-
graph of Patty Wetterling’s 
personal narrative, recited be-
fore a full house in New Lon-
don’s Little Theatre Audito-
rium last weekend during the 
annual Story Show.

Hosted by Heather King, 
writer and owner of Flyleaf 
Book Shop downtown, the 
show is a live story-telling 
event for individuals to share 
personal narratives around a 
specifi c theme – in this year’s 
case, “Starting Over.”

And for Patty Wetterling, 
mother of Jacob Wetterling,  
starting over is a subject in 
which she is well acquainted.

As a nationally-known 
child safety advocate, Patty 
has spoken countless times 
before a wide range of audi-
ences. She has even addressed 
Congress, helping to pass the 
“Jacob Wetterling Act” in 
1994 which established the 
National Sex Offender Reg-
istry. But, detailing the loss 
of her son through the lens of 
an intimate, fi rst-person, writ-
ten narrative would be a fi rst 
for Patty. And with the help of 
New London co-author, Joy 
Baker, one that will ultimately 
form the basis of an upcoming 
memoir.

Cracking the case
A freelance marketing con-

sultant by trade, Baker also 
authors the eponymous blog 
“joy.the.curious.” on her web-
site “joybaker.com.”

Baker started the blog in 
2010 with the initial goal of 
simply honing her writing 
skills, with particular interest 
on topics of mysteries. Her 
fi rst story: chronicling the his-
tory of “a run-down ramshack-
le beach house in Longboat 
Key, Florida,” which caught 
her eye as being decidedly out 
of place among all the neigh-
boring mansions and elegant 
condos. 

And from there: The Wet-
terling Case.

“I was looking for an-
other mystery to write about, 
something closer to home that 
would be easier to research, 
and I started wondering about 
the Jacob Wetterling case. I 
hadn’t heard anything about it 
in a while. And just as I was 
wondering about it, I saw a 
news story on TV about a big 
search going on at the Rassier 
farm, right where Jacob’s ab-
duction happened,” Baker 
said. “I took it as a sign, so I 
started researching the story 
and writing about it on my 
blog.” 

She wrote about the Wet-
terling case for about three 
weeks, then decided to move 
on to a “happier mystery.” “I 
bought a set of old love let-
ters on ebay to see if I could 
fi gure out who wrote them. 
Eventually, I managed to track 
down the owners and returned 
the letters to their family. Af-
ter that, I started being ap-

proached by random people 
over the internet asking me to 
help them fi nd their biological 
birth parents, and that took me 
down all kinds of interesting 
paths as well. And I just found 
out I had a knack for research-
ing and fi nding people.”

That knack would lead her 
to connect with Russ Newville, 
whose son Danny who went 
missing in 2002 after leaving a 
house party in New London  – 
a case she continues to cover. 

Then, in January of 2013, 
three years after authorities 
dug up Dan Rassier’s property 
in search of human remains 
and named him as a person of 
interest, “Dan contacted me to 
see if I’d like to hear his side 
of the story. He was interested 
in clearing his name. I wasn’t 
sure what I was getting into to 
be quite honest, but it seemed 
clear to me that he didn’t have 
anything to do with [Jacob’s 
disappearance.] I realize now 
that was a pretty bold state-
ment coming from just some 
mom from in New London... 
but I wanted to help. I wanted 
to fi nd the truth about what 
happened to Jacob.

And fi nd the truth she did...
In the summer of 2013, 

Baker would connect with Jar-
ed Scheierl, who, in January, 
1989, at age 12, was abducted 
and assaulted in Cold Spring 
by an unknown assailant, later 
proven to be Danny Heinrich. 
The incident occurred just 
nine months prior to Jacob’s 
disappearance, and only 10 
miles from St. Joseph.

Shortly after meeting 
Scheierl, Baker was scanning 
the digital archives of the 
Paynesville Press and came 
across an article about sev-
eral cases of random assaults 
on young teenage boys by a 
masked stranger back in the 
mid 1980s.

“I asked Jared if he’d heard 
of them, and he said no. He 
was blown away.” 

The revelation also was 
news to the Wetterlings. 

“So we brought this to 
Stearns County, and even the 
lead investigator on the case 
said he hadn’t heard of those. 
So it got to be a big deal.”

“Patty, Jared and I re-
ally connected in 2014, after 
we began looking into those 
Paynesville cases,” Baker 
said. “I asked Jared if he was 
willing to share his story on 
my blog and he agreed. He had 
never received any answers on 
his attack and thought he could 
help the Wetterlings by getting 
investigators to take another 
hard look at his own case.”

Ultimately, the lead would 
cause law enforcement to re-
open the case against Hein-
rich. And although the statute 
of limitations had expired on 
the kidnapping and assault 
charges in Jared’s case, a 
search warrant revealed sev-
eral binders full of child por-
nography at Heinrich’s resi-
dence.  He would be arrested 
on related charges on October 
28, 2015.

Ten months later later, as 
part of a plea bargain, Hein-
rich would admit to Jacob’s 
abduction and murder and 
lead investigators to the site of 
his remains.

And for the most part, 

that’s where the story ended. 
Mystery solved. Case closed.. 

Well, not quite. At least not 
for those in the center of it all. 

Starting over
“Joy suggested I write 

about how I’m doing now and 
starting over after Jacob was 
found,” said Patty in an email 
to the Lakes Area Review. 
“Writing the memoir with 
Joy’s help, support, coaching 
and research, writing and edit-
ing has truly been transforma-
tional for me. Throughout the 
nearly 27 years of searching, 
I never stopped to refl ect on 
anything I had done or worked 
on. I was constantly look-
ing forward to ‘what’s next?’ 
‘What do we need to do now?’ 
‘How can we 
keep law en-
forcement en-
gaged?’ ‘How 
can we keep 
Jacob’s story in 
the hearts and 
minds of ev-
eryone so they 
continue help-
ing us look for 
him and turning 
in leads?’”

But as the search itself took 
its emotional toll on Patty 
and Baker, so too, has com-
piling the memoir. “Patty’s a 
well-known national speaker, 
and has addressed audiences 
of thousands, and written 
speeches, but as far as sharing 
her own writing, she’s never 
done that before,” said Baker.

Patty was starting over – a 
rough start at that.

“It’s been incredibly gru-
eling,” said Baker of the co-
writing process. When we 
started this project in 2015, 
I thought I was just helping 
Patty get started on a mem-
oir about her life and Jacob’s 
legacy. But with Heinrich’s 
arrest later that year and then, 
ultimately, fi nding Jacob, we 
realized we had a much bigger 
story to tell.”

Up until Heinrich’s con-
fession, Patty always held 
out hope that Jacob would be 
found alive, Baker said, “So it 

was just incredibly traumatic, 
and trying to write after that 
was impossible... We ended 
up putting the brakes on the 
whole thing for about two 
years... But when COVID hit, 
we found it was a really good 
time to get our act going again 
and really became commit-
ted to trying to get a complete 
manuscript.

“We wanted to tell a differ-
ent story; not just Patty’s life 
story, but also the ending to a 
really big crime that was part 
of Minnesota’s history... How 
Patty went from this stay-at-
home mom, PTA president 
and soccer coach, to address-
ing congress and changing 
laws on Capitol Hill.”

The pair would enroll in 

writing classes through The 
Loft in Minneapolis, and take 
part in literary groups and re-
treats to gather feedback on 
the initial draft – Patty form-
ing her thoughts and emotions 
into words, and Joy, helping 
with editing, organization and 
sifting through mountains of 
case archives and personal 
effects, making the tough de-
cisions on what to parse and 
what to publish.

“When we got started, 
Patty gave me a whole bunch 
of stuff – boxes, totes, bags, 
things they’d collected on the 
case over the years... Also all 
of their VHS tapes – they used 
to record news segments, any-
thing that had to do with Jacob, 
so I converted all those into 
DVDs. And going through all 
of the newspapers...”

Then there were the cards.
“It’s kind of funny – you’d 

be going through these boxes 
and come across a pile of 
Christmas cards, and thrown 
in with those is a card from 
Bill and Hillary Clinton, just 
tossed in with everything 
else.”

Currently in its second re-
vision, a release date has not 
yet been set for the book, with 
Baker noting that the publish-
ing industry is backlogged to 
at least 2023.

However, through it all, the 
case, the writing process and 
the reliving of memories from 
a parent’s worst nightmare, 
the memoir has been a crucial 
step in the healing process for 
Patty.

“Looking back has been re-
freshing, validating, strength-
ening and invaluable in help-
ing me heal and fi nd who I am 
now,” Patty said. “I needed to 
remind myself that all was not 
lost. I still believe in hope and 

prayers and working together 
to build a better, safer world 
for children.

“It’s not like I’m totally 
healed, but it is helpful to feel 
I have made some progress. 
In starting over, one seldom 
leaves everything they used 
to be behind; it is a process of 
sorting out what is most im-
portant in moving forward. I 
try to do that every day.”

As for the book itself, adds 
Baker, “I would call it a jour-
ney of hope.”

“The memoir starts out 
in Patty’s normal, everyday 
world. She was a happy stay-
at-home mom in 1989, with all 
four of her kids in school. She 
was 39 years old and wonder-
ing what to do with the rest 

of her life. She 
had met with 
a career coun-
selor renewed 
her teaching 
license, and 
was ready to go 
back to work 
as a part-time 
math teacher. 
She was re-
ally looking 
forward to this 

next phase of her life. And 
that was when Jacob was kid-
napped.”

Ahead of the book’s re-
lease date, the following is an 
excerpt from the reading Patty 
prepared for last Sunday’s 
Story Show.

•••••••••••••••••••••••••

...Before anyone had ever 
heard of me, I was quite happy 
with my choices. I felt incred-
ibly lucky to be a stay-at-home 
mom and raise our four chil-
dren. I was going for a Guin-
ness Book of world records on 
the number of fi eld trips I at-
tended. Jacob always begged 
me to go on his but as he got 
older, he’d totally ignore me 
most of the time and just hang 
out with his friends, but it 
didn’t matter.  I loved being 
asked and I loved seeing him 
laugh and have fun.  I even got 
a sneak peek at a girl, who I 
think was his fi rst crush.  It 
was so sweet to witness.

Approaching my 40th birth-
day, I had decided that quite 
possibly I should be looking 

at what I wanted to do next.  
Our kids were all in school, I 
had taken classes to renew my 
teaching certifi cate but is that 
what I wanted to do?  Teach-
ing junior high math is not 
something that everyone con-
siders a fun option.  I really 
enjoyed kids and teaching but 
what else? Become a guidance 
counselor? Or something new 
entirely? What do I want to 
do?  Who do I want to be?

It was the fall of 1989 when 
I got a phone call out of the 
blue from my friend Kevin. 

 “How would you like to 
teach at the Prep School?” 
he asked me. “They’re look-
ing for a part-time geometry 
teacher, preferably female, 
who could start soon.”

The interview went well 
and it all felt so right.  It ig-
nited a spark in me that I 
hadn’t felt in a very long time. 
The more I learned about the 
Benedictine values of “listen-
ing with the heart,” the more 
I knew I would fi t here. I was 
ready for my fi rst “starting 
over” in a very long time.

But, that was never to be.
Within two weeks of that 

interview, Jerry and I were 
at a friend’s house for dinner 
when we received the phone 
call from our neighbor telling 
us that Jacob had been kid-
napped at gun point.

Whoever I thought I was 
and everything that I knew 
about the world was suddenly 
gone.

I was terrifi ed.  I was 
in shock.  I felt I had been 
dropped onto an alien planet 
and I had no idea what anyone 
was talking about.  Who would 
ever steal a child? Who would 
ever even think of doing sexual 
things to children?  Yet they 
kept telling me it was a sexu-
ally motivated crime.   

We met with the Stearns 
County Sheriff’s Investigators, 
the BCA, the Tri County Ma-
jor Crime Unit, the St. Joe PD 
and the FBI.  Did any of you 
even know there was an FBI 
offi ce in St. Cloud? I didn’t.   
We were interviewed repeat-
edly, we were polygraphed. 
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Patty Wetterling and New London co-author Joy Baker pictured working on the manuscript of a new memoir on the 
Jacob Wetterling case as told from the parent’s perspective.

Starting over: Wetterling collaborates with local author on debut memoir

“All I could do was shake my head and 
try to shake out the scary, dark thoughts.  
I curled up in bed, pulling the covers over 
my head stating clearly that I can’t do this.  
It hurts too much, I’m  never going to get 
out of this bed…”

Wetterling
Continued on page 15
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Patty reads an excerpt from her memoir during the annual New London Story Show at the 
Little Theatre Auditorium, Sunday. 


