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Opinion

“He was slumped over 
his bed when I opened 
the door… I screamed. 
Told my wife to call 911.”

This is part of the 
heartbreaking story of a 
Des Moines father whose 
son had unknowingly 
taken a Percocet laced 
with fentanyl and was 
killed as a result. The 
loss his family suffered is 
sadly all too common in 
communities across the 
country. Last year alone, 
fentanyl was responsi-
ble for 83 percent of all 
opioid-related overdoses 
in Iowa. And now, the 
lethal drug has taken an 
unrecognizable form — 
disguised as candy or 
prescription drugs. As 
one man put it, people 
are being “deceived to 
death.”

When a criminal dis-
tributes fentanyl to an 
unknowing recipient, 
they turn from drug 
dealer to murderer – and 
they should be treated 
as such. These criminals 
need to face the full con-
sequences of their ac-
tions, and to make sure 
they do, I’m fighting to 
make the distribution 
of fentanyl resulting in 
death punishable by 
federal felony murder 
charges. It’s past time 
the consequence for in-
tentionally inflicting an 
overdose fits the crime.

With the intersection 
of I-35 and I-80, Iowa 
has seen a record amount 
of fentanyl come into our 
state through a porous 
Southern border. Car-
tels are taking advantage 
of the open border, and 
the flow of fentanyl from 
Mexico into the United 
States is at a record high. 

Cracking down on cartel 
activity and their ability 
to smuggle drugs across 
the open border would 
combat the primary 
source of fentanyl flood-
ing into our commu-
nities. We can do so by 
targeting cartel spotters, 
individuals who monitor 
Border Patrol activity to 
help cartels evade law en-
forcement while traffick-
ing fentanyl and other 
drugs, like methamphet-
amine. Without spotters, 
cartels are more likely 
to be apprehended by 
Border Patrol, allowing 
law enforcement to seize 
fentanyl before it makes 
its way into the United 
States. I say we stop the 
spotters and anyone who 
aids cartel activity by in-
creasing fines and prison 
time for their actions.

The fentanyl epidemic 
is exploding across our 
country and right here 
in Iowa. It’s a deliberate 
effort by criminals, car-
tels, and drug traffickers 
to push deadly drugs 
into our communities. 
Iowans have seen the 
devastating effects of the 
fentanyl crisis. It’s some-
thing I discussed on al-
most all of my 99 Coun-
ty Tour stops this year, 
from concerned parents 
to local law enforcement 
officers. We have to get 
serious about addressing 
this epidemic. Secure the 
border, hold the ruthless 
cartels and anyone who 
helps them accountable, 
and punish the deadly 
distributors.

Joni Ernst, a native of 
Red Oak and a combat 
veteran, represents Iowa 
in the United States Sen-
ate.

It’s time to 
seriously 

address the 
fentanyl crisis

Sen. Joni Ernst
From Washington, DC

Nov. 3, 1989, I lay on my living 
room floor covered with blood, 
bleeding to death. It was 2 a.m. I 
had drunkenly pitched through 
the glass top of my coffee table 
and cut myself to smithereens. It 
was the wake-up call I needed. I 
had to have help. I could no lon-
ger quit drinking on my own. I 
entered a program of recovery 
and my whole life turned around.

About 30 days clean and so-
ber, I had a spiritual experience 
so profound it changed my life 
completely. (I write about it in my 
first book, “Protected,” available 
through Amazon or me.)

It was a November to remem-
ber. Each year during the month 
of Thanksgiving I like to take 
stock of what it was like then and 
now, and give thanks for all the 
blessings I have received. Today 
I am happily married, have two 
kids and four grandkids, and am 
living the life I dreamed about. 
I’m the writer I always wanted to 
be.

Profound discovery: the same 
high I used to get from drugs and 
alcohol I get from writing. (Writ-
ing is a mood-altering substance.) 
However, the high I get from writ-
ing doesn’t end up in a blackout 
or find me coming to in another 
state, wondering how I got there. 
The writing high is constructive 
rather than destructive. It doesn’t 
drain my checking account, beat 

the crap out of me, or leave me 
waking up in a jail cell. The end 
results of my writing high are 
that my Empty Nest newspaper 
column is published in about 50 
newspapers, the recent publi-
cation of my third book, “Task 
Force IED,” and the completed 
rough draft of a fourth book. You 
get the drift? A benefit of sobriety 
is goal achievement, the making 
of a legacy.

I’m a “respectable” person of 
society now, doing socially ac-
ceptable things rather than social-
ly unacceptable. I’m invited to give 
book signings, am welcome to re-
turn to places I’ve been, and have 
become an elder in our church. 
ME, AN ELDER! THE GUY 
WHO PITCHED THROUGH 
THE GLASS-TOP OF A COFFEE 
TABLE! — an elder in the same 
church where I attended recovery 
meetings. Now that’s recovery!

Here’s a biggy I learned in the 
program of recovery: I’m the 
problem, not everybody else. It’s 
me that has to be relieved of the 
bondage of self. I have to change. 
Whammo! What a piece of Hum-
ble Pie! There’s a little prayer that 
I memorized and refer to quite 

often. Within the prayer are these 
words: “Relieve me of the bond-
age of self. Take away my difficul-
ties.” It’s not everybody else. It’s 
me that’s the problem.

I even teach creative writing in 
our home. If piano teachers can 
teach piano in their home, and 
artists can teach art in their home, 
well then, by golly, I can teach cre-
ative writing. In fact, I’m going to 
fire the creative writing class back 
up this winter. I took a year off be-
cause of COVID, but I’m raring to 
go again. 

BTW: You don’t teach creative 
writing. You just get out of the 
way and let the students write. 
The writing is critiqued by each 
of the students and me. Having a 
weekly deadline is a great motiva-
tor. (No doldrums here!)

How did I celebrate my sobriety 
birthday? I accidentally dumped 
coffee onto the keyboards of both 
my computers — my main com-
puter and backup, rendering them 
inoperative. My whole world was 
turned upside down. I hate to ad-
mit it, but my life is tied to com-
puters. I went from celebration to 
panic in a heartbeat. Shows to go 
me how easily my world can be 
shaken up. But I’m the one who 
killed the computers. No one to 
blame but myself.

Contact Curt Swarm at       
curtswarm@yahoo.com

It was hard for long-time NCMP 
head coach Sarah Patterson to sum 
up her time leading the Aquagirls 
program.

“I guess it boils down to coaching 
people to be their personal best — 
not just in the pool, but for now and 
for life,” Patterson said. “One of the 
biggest things I have tried to teach is 
mental toughness through our sport 
of swimming. Life is not always easy 
— and sometimes far from it — and 
how will you react when the tough 
times come?”

Patterson’s time as NCMP Aqua-
girl head coach has come to an end 
after 32 years — 30 of which she was 
the head coach.

Well, maybe. No one is really sure 

what comes next for Patterson. Not 
even she knows where she will be af-
ter next fall’s swim season concludes.

Patterson will retire from teaching 
after this school year. And by rule or 
by law, she’s unable to hold an Iowa 
Public Employees’ Retirement Sys-
tem (IPERS) job for a period of time 
after retirement starts.

So she will not be the Aquagirls’ 
coach for at least one season. 

Patterson returned to coaching 
the NCMP boys’ team this winter 
and plans to continue to do so after 
retiring from teaching.

“Honestly, I don’t really know,” 
said Patterson when asked what’s 
next. 

“I’m going to slow down for a bit 
— probably not too long — and see 
what’s out there. I keep saying I want 
to work in a coffee shop or some-

thing like that, but I think I’ll really 
miss a leadership role. I really want 
to get back into Master’s swimming 
and possibly try to qualify for the 
Master’s Crossfit Games. But I’m go-
ing to see where my heart lies.”

Her heart was in the Aquagirl pro-
gram for more than three decades. 
She is adored by her swimmers, so 
much so that many of her former 
athletes choose to return to the pro-
gram in assistant coaching roles.

The two assistant coaches for the 
past few seasons have been former 
Aquagirls Jenny Jensen and Hannah 
Scotton.

Jensen has decided to hang up her 
whistle and clipboard after this sea-
son, too.

Scotton is a teacher in the district 
but is unsure what her plans are next 
year as far as coaching goes.

The ideal situation for the district, 
to me, would be to find a temporary 
solution at head coach for one sea-
son and then bring back Patterson in 
2024 if she wants to return.

Patterson’s final event as NCMP 

head coach — at least for now — was 
the state meet this past weekend at 
the Marshalltown YMCA.

The Aquagirls, like they have 
done so much in the past, had plenty 
of success competing in an all-class 
meet.

NCMP registered four top-20 and 
three top-15 finishes.

After the meet, plenty of tears 
were shed. Some of them were no 
doubt flowing because of Patterson’s 
departure.

“Working hard and pushing 
through mentally allows you to push 
through other hard things, too,” Pat-
terson said. 

“We have heard from so many for-
mer athletes about how swimming 
helped them get through school, 
helped them through labor and 
helped them through some of life’s 
challenges like divorce, illness, etc. I 
know I would not be the person I am 
today without swimming.”

Contact Troy Hyde at                                   
thyde@shawmedia.com

One ‘final 
swim’ for 
Coach P

       years clean and sober

YOUR VIEW

Our elections are over and 
the much-ballyhooed “red wave” 
did not happen.

Except here in Jasper Coun-
ty and Iowa, where it seems we 
only want one team on the field 
of play at a time.

Turns out the voters across 
the rest of the country were 
smarter than some of the candi-
dates and didn’t fall for the trap 

set for them by the Trump foot 
soldiers.

Split-party tickets are always 
the best outcome of any election. 
It means the voters aren’t loyal to 
the team, only to the candidate.

Opposition, debate, argu-
ment, discussion and com-
promise are what have always 
worked best for democracy and 
that doesn’t happen when one 
party controls all government.

And Republicans are seeing 
that crazy doesn’t always trans-
late into votes. It was novel and 
fun when Trump did it but that 

act has grown stale and people 
are ready for the adults to take 
back control.

Except here in Jasper Coun-
ty and our district. That’s too 
bad and it means we can expect 
just more of the same ... a lot of 
talking with no bang for our tax-
payer bucks, no real economic 
development, and no real chang-
es for the better.

But, I guess as long as that is 
what voters want, who can ar-
gue?

John Moore
Newton

No bang for our 
taxpayer bucks

Troy Hyde
This & That

Curt Swarm
Empty Nest
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edited for libel, grammar and length and should 
not exceed 400 words. We reserve the right 
to shorten letters and reject those deemed li-
belous, in poor taste or of a personal nature. 
Include your full name, address and a daytime 
phone number for verification. Signed columns 
as well as letters to the editor and editorial car-
toons represent the personal opinion of the 
writer or artist.


