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By Justin Grass
Staff Writer

jgrass@dentonrc.com

Local COVID-19 cases are stacking 
quickly alongside what Denton County 
Public Health Director Matt Richard-
son called an “unprecedented” rise in 
one statewide statistic: molecular test 
positivity, which has reached an all-
time high of 35%.

By Richardson’s presentation at 
Thursday afternoon’s Commissioners 
Court meeting, it had been nearly a 
month since he last spoke publicly on 
COVID-19 trends. Since then, what 

was a fairly consistent flow of cases 
has turned into an avalanche, with the 
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention estimating the omicron strain 
now accounts for over 95% of cases in 
the region.

According to DCPH’s symptom 
onset data, the week of Dec. 19-25 
gained over 1,000 cases compared with 
the week prior, including the 20-29 
age group more than doubling from 
295 cases to 744. The percentage of 
inpatient hospital beds taken up by 
COVID-19 patients has seen a sub-
sequent increase as well, once again 

bringing hospital capacity concerns to 
the forefront.

“Omicron is indeed another surge 
and another wave,” Richardson said. 
“One in five people in Denton County 
hospitals has COVID-19.”

Though DCPH has a variety of 
county-specific stats at its disposal, 
it was a statewide metric that best 
demonstrates how widespread the cur-
rent surge has been. The Texas Depart-
ment of State Health Services reported 
molecular test positivity at an all-time 
high of 35.08% Wednesday. That pos-
itivity barely topped 20% during the 

first two surges in July 2020 and last 
winter, and never reached 20% during 
the delta variant surge.

“This is an unprecedented, 

meteoric rise in positivity,” Richardson 
said. “We’re talking about at Halloween, 

By Zaira Perez
Staff Writer

zaira.perez@dentonrc.com

After two fire engines and a few 
police cars were hit by drivers last 
year, the Denton Fire Department 
got to work to get its hands on a 
highway blocker truck.

That 46-foot truck, budgeted 

for about $170,000, is now sitting 
at Denton Fire Station 3 just off In-
terstate 35E near the University of 
North Texas.

“What we’re really looking at 
is [using it at] any roadways with 
60-mph or higher speed,” Denton 
Fire Chief Kenneth Hedges said 
Wednesday when he unveiled the 

truck to other fire department staff. 
“The number one reason is to pro-
tect our first responders out there. 
Number 2, actually, is if we have 
anybody that hits this device … it’s 
less impactful on them because it’s 
designed to collapse on itself.”

While blocking traffic and re-
sponding to crashes on the highway 

last year, two Denton fire engines 
were hit by motorists. Firefighters 
were also injured when drivers hit 
the engines, but no one suffered any 
serious injuries.

Those crashes took those fire 
engines out of service. Hedges said 

Protecting first responders

Denton Fire unveils highway blocker truck to be used at crash sites

Jeff Woo/DRC

Fire department staff and city officials unveil a new fire truck equipped with a highway blocker at Fire Station 3 on Wednesday. The 

highway blocker is a TrafFix Devices Scorpion II Truck Mounted Attenuator model and is a mobile crash cushion attached to the rear of 

a support vehicle’s frame. The device is intended to reduce the damage to structures, vehicles and motorists resulting from an errant 

motor vehicle collision.

By Amber Gaudet
Staff Writer

agaudet@dentonrc.com

When Anna Eckert first became in-
terested in witchcraft a few years ago, 
she was doing tarot readings on Twitter 
for friends and mutuals. That evolved 
into selling crystal-infused candles at 
the Denton Community Market, at 
Denton Arts & Jazz Fest and online.

Now Eckert is opening her own 
shop — but she’s maintaining the same 
philosophy of offering a communi-
ty-centered space for enchanting wares.

Tucked into a spot at 507 S. Lo-
cust St. next to Susie’s Snack Shop, 
The Storm Witch will offer hand-
made candles, bulk herbs, crystals and 
other spiritual items beginning this 
week. Hosting a grand opening Friday 
from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m., the shop offers 

around 500 square feet of retail space 
for shoppers, along with a candle studio 
in back. While the shop is a big step up 
in physical space for Eckert, she hopes 
it will be enough to meet the demand 
she’s already anticipating among locals.

“I’m nervous for the simple reason 
that I told people I was going to be 
open all weekend, but I’ve gotten over 
a million views on TikTok in the last 
two weeks — a lot of people are going to 
show up, and I’m worried they’re going 
to sell me out,” Eckert said.

Eckert became interested in witch-
craft during her senior year of college, 
where she studied economics. After 
18 years as a Methodist and five as an 
atheist, Eckert was searching for some-
thing that would allow her to practice 
spirituality without being locked into a 
set of prescribed beliefs. It’s something 

she hopes to share with others through 
The Storm Witch.

Along with being LGBTQ- and neu-
rodivergent-owned, Eckert said what 
sets the shop apart from some other 
witch shops is the focus on accessibility.

“There’s a lot of shops that aren’t 
beginner-friendly,” Eckert said. “Peo-
ple walk in and are just on their phone 
trying to figure out what everything 
means. I have keywords on everything 
and signs for people who are new into 
this.”

Part of Eckert’s mission is in educat-
ing those new to the craft about how to 
practice in sustainable, inclusive ways. 
The goal is to strike a balance between 
being a spot for restocking for people 
practicing many different spiritual 

New metaphysical shop makes witchy wares accessible

Jeff Woo/DRC

Anna Eckert, The Storm Witch owner, sells witchcraft supplies at her 

shop on Wednesday in Denton.
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Local COVID surge backed 
by increase in test positivity

Screenshot

Denton County Public Health Director Matt Richardson goes over state-

wide testing statistics at the Jan. 6 County Commissioners Court meeting.
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By Lucinda Breeding-Gonzales
Staff Writer

cbreeding@dentonrc.com

You could say Kevin Fralicks’ blood 
runs Mean Green.

The UNT alumnus and former uni-
versity employee is back on campus, 
this time as the associate vice president 
for alumni relations and advancement 
communications. He 
still wears his UNT 
class ring, and he still 
recalls finding the 
Jostens paperwork 
sent to his mother to 
notify the family he 
could pick up the ring.

“That was before 
there were cellphones, 
and my mother had to 
catch me in Clark Hall,” Fralicks said.

The university recruited Fralicks 
from the University of South Alabama, 
where he served as the school’s devel-
opment director. Fralicks said UNT has 
had a special place in his heart since he 
graduated in 1987 with a double major 
in kinesiology and recreation manage-
ment. It took time and conversations 
with his wife and adult children. It even 
took some prayer and a few more nego-
tiations with UNT.

“Kevin has a terrific history with 
UNT — both as a valued employee and 
an alumnus of the College of Educa-
tion,” said David Wolf, vice president for 
University Advancement. “I am thrilled 
to bring his extensive leadership skills 
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