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A Season of Growth and Adjustment  
21 years of service to Contra Costa’s homeless families and individuals. 

 

Winter Nights 21st Season came to an end June 30th.   The Shelter finished its 36-week 
season on June 9th and the Safe Parking sites in Pittsburg and Antioch provided 52-weeks 
of operation. More families and individuals than ever, in all programs, found housing.   

Now that’s something to celebrate! 
 

Winter Nights’ collaboration with Contra Costa’s Coordinated Entry 
 is housing more clients. 

 
We are now meeting bi-weekly with Contra Costa’s Coordinated Entry program specialist 
to discuss all clients who are “document ready” for housing. (They have all their 
paperwork for applying for housing: birth certificates, social security numbers, proof of 
income from a job or benefits, etc). Coordinated Entry then refers them to County 
Housing Navigators or Rapid Rehousing departments. 
 
Being able to work closely with H3 is so helpful. Many more families and individuals are 
finding  housing more quickly and efficiently.  We  also want to credit the exceptional job 
Winter Nights case managers and staff have done to facilitate this. We are very excited.   

 
 

Safe Parking- Antioch Funding For Next Year 
For the past two years Winter Nights has operated two Safe Parking sites.  The Pittsburg 
site was funded by Winter Nights donors and the Antioch site was requested and fully 
funded by the City of Antioch. 
 
In January 2025 Winter Nights was notified by Antioch that our contract for $170,000 to 
fund Safe Parking-Antioch would be reduced to $120,000 because of California’s budget 
deficits. Then, in early June 2025, we were told that despite every effort by Antioch, we 
would not receive any of the $170,000 in funding starting July 1, 2025.  
 
 



In response to this dramatic cutback in funding the Winter Nights staff and the Board of 
Directors evaluated two practical options: 

• quickly raise the money required to keep the Antioch site open or  
• consolidate the Antioch and Pittsburg sites into a single Safe Parking site funded by 

Winter Nights.  
 

We met and discussed the situation with our host-site partners in Pittsburg and Antioch.  
The most practical decision was to combine the two Safe Parking programs at one location 
that could accommodate the combined client populations of both sites. This would allow 
us to meet client needs and to adjust our staffing and operating expenses accordingly.   
 

With that in mind, the difficult decision was made to close the Pittsburg site and invite its 
clients to move to Antioch. Board members and staff met with all the clients at both sites 
to explain the situation. They were appreciative and understanding of the situation.  As of 
July 7, all Pittsburg Safe Parking clients have transferred to Antioch and the staff 
consolidation was successfully accomplished.  
 

We want to thank our host-site in Pittsburg for being pioneers as the first Safe Parking 
site in Contra Costa, and for serving so faithfully since July 2020. Your four years of 
generosity served over 255 clients including 31+ families with children.  We are so 
appreciative.     Can I Name Pittsburg Church of the Nazarene and the Pastors?  
 
 

Executive Director Search 
After Executive Director Carmella Kowall’s departure in April, the Board posted our opening for 
an Executive Director. After receiving over 500 resumes, the Board of Directors has narrowed it 
down to 7 incredibly talented candidates to be interviewed. The Board meets later this week to 
discuss their interviews of candidate. 
 
 

Scheduling Next Season’s Family Shelter Host sites 
It’s done! We have a final schedule of host sites for Season 22. We will be providing 
another 36 weeks of Family Shelter from Sept 29, 2025 - June 8, 2026,  thanks to the 
generosity of 17 congregations and faith groups donating their sites for 2-3 weeks at a 
time. Thank you to all our host-site congregations for your continued flexibility and 
support. 
 
Gratefully,  
 

Ann Lawrence 
Your Good News writer/editor 
ann@cccwinternights.org  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

A tribute to Gwen Watson  
Co-founder of Winter Nights, and its first Executive Director 

1936-2025 
 

 
 

Gwen Watson passed away May 2nd, at the age of 94. 
 

Gwen Watson was a woman of faith, and she lived her faith.  She was a member of the Interfaith 
Council of Contra Costa County and over 20 years ago, she saw a need for housing homeless 
families.  So, she and Natalie Russell started the Winter Nights Family Shelter.  Their first idea was 
to use the recently vacated Orinda Library, but the town of Orinda rejected that idea.  Gwen and 
Natalie appealed to several congregations to house homeless families on the floor of their 
fellowship halls for one week.  Several churches volunteered and thus Winter Nights became a 
reality. We are now finishing our 21st year.    
 

At first the families were given sleeping bags with pads and had PVC pipes covered with sheets for 
privacy.  Within several years the program grew to two-weeks stays per host site, provided 
families with tents for privacy and had volunteers who tutored the children and helped families 
find jobs and housing. 
 

Gwen was our first Executive Director from 2004 – 2014, serving 10 years pro bono.  In addition 
to Winter Nights, Gwen was active in her church, Christ the King in Pleasant Hill.   
 

Natalie Russell, Gwen’s cofounder,  passed away in February 2022.   Bob Russell, Natalie’s son,  
continues to generously volunteer his time and his truck to move families from one Family Shelter 
site to another.  Natalie and Gwen are both gone, but we love them for their warm hearts, their 
good works and their pioneering spirits.  

 ~ Judy Stillman – Winter Nights 2nd Executive Director, retired. 
 
 

 

We want to thank the many friends of Gwen’s who  
honored her memory by donating to Winter Nights. 

Gwen’s vision, faith, and courage inspired us all.  
She is missed.  

 
 

 



 

 

Maggie Chaffee from Christ the King Catholic Church 
presented Gwen Watson with JustFaith’s Mary and 

Gary Becker Social Justice Award 2021 for her 
founding, leading and nurturing of Winter Nights. She 

is pictured with Judy Stillman and Bill Shaw who 
succeeded her in leading and growing Winter Nights 

as Executive Directors. 

“I am so humbly grateful for the growth of Winter Nights and knowing how many children were able 
to continue in the same schools as before their families lost their housing.  I am so grateful to you and 
the directors and managers that are continuing to keep Winter Nights successful. 

 

I’m so glad we won the first prize so we can expand, particularly the way we help the children stay in 
school and advance. 

 

Fondly,   Gwen    - 2021 
 

 

 
 
 
 

In 2010,  Winter Nights’ Executive Director Gwen 
Watson, and Program Director Mahmoud 
Baraksai, were honored for their years of service 
by Will McGarvey, the Interfaith Council of Contra 

Costa County’s Executive Director.   
 

 

Thank you to all the congregation who generously and joyfully served as 
Host Sites and Cohosts in April, May and June. 

And, thank you to all the volunteers who worked with them  
to make Winter Nights’ magic happen.  

 

 

 
Christ the King Catholic Church-Pleasant Hill  
John Alonso, Coordinator 
 

 

 

 

Mt. Diablo Universal Unitarian Church - Walnut Creek 
Rev. Rodney Lemery, Coordinator 

 



 

 

San Ramon Valley United Methodist Church – Alamo 
Kal Peters and Nancy Garnick, Coordinators 
 

Cohost Groups and coordinators 
St. Isidore's Catholic Church-Danville: Pat Black, Nancy Lisiak 
Danville Congregational Church: Richard Stein 

 

 

St. Andrew's Presbyterian Church - Pleasant Hill  
Decky Thornton, Coordinator 
 

Cohost Groups and coordinators 
First Congregational Church of Martinez: Barbara Patchin 
Lafayette Christian Church: Jan Warren 
First Presbyterian Church of Concord: Maren Stanczak 
St. Demetrios Greek Orthodox Church-Concord: Pam Potts 
Episcopal Church of the Resurrection: Jenelle Towles 
Restoration Church- Bay Point: Teri Lundvall   

 

 

St. Matthew's Lutheran Church - Walnut Creek 
Kathy and Dennis, Coordinators 
 

 

 

Look what I just found:   
A note from Decky Thornton, Coordinator, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, written 
last year. It’s too good not to share it now.  
 

A Day in the Park. 
St Andrew’s has been hosting Winter Nights for many years, each being great in its own way.  But 
in my opinion (and I’m always with the families at church a lot!), this year was the most fantastic.   
 

The parents and kids were all very loving and kind with each other, and with the rest of us.  And so 
very appreciative.   
 

Our favorite event together was gathering for a pizza picnic on a Sunday afternoon for a summer 
concert with a live band  at the Pleasant Hill City Hall.  So many regular attendees of these bi-
weekly events show up to picnic, have fun being together and dancing.  
 

Everyone in our Winter Nights family came – 2 families in their own cars and the others in the van 
with Stephanie.  We set up a large area with blankets on the lawn for our picnic, and the kids 
danced together non-stop.   
 

The sweetest gesture came when they noticed a  toddler just starting to walk who was nearby with 
her family.  She was watching them, bouncing up and down in rhythm and clearly  wanting to dance 
with them.   So, our 4 shelter kids took the little one’s hand and danced gently and rhythmically 
with her.  It was adorable.   
 

Our kids were the hit of the dance floor.  We adults (parents and volunteers) were so touched and 
proud of them.   A never to be forgotten event for any of us.  The kids  even asked me to dance with 
them!!!              ~ Decky              



 

 
 
 
 

The Family Shelter 
June 9, 2025 

In the weeks leading up to our last day there were:  
7 families – 21 guests 
8 adults & 13 children 

(21 months to 15 years old)  
 

 

 

The Family Shelter ended its 21st season June 9th. 
In total, 22 families with 32 children were sheltered: 

19 single mothers, 2 single fathers, and 2 two-parent households. 
 
 

Throughout the season,   
• 5 families were housed with their own lease, 
• 5 families found space in long term supportive shelters like 

the Mountain View Family Shelter 
• 2 families found housing with family  
• 2 families have temporary accommodation, with housing pending in 

August 
 

 

 

 

Very Exciting! 
 

A mother from the Shelter completed a 16-week 
course at Opportunity Junction in Administrative 
Skills.  She is now working at a paid internship.  
 

We are so proud of her accomplishments and so 
hopeful for her future with her family.   

 
Winter Nights Board President, Dan Swander  and 
Office Manager, Teri Lundvall, attended her 
graduation ceremony.  
 

 

Winter Nights Traveling Tutors get new book cases 
 

All seven Winter Nights Traveling Tutors gathered to receive two new portable bookcases 
built by three scouts from Girl Scout Troop 30783.   
 
Scouts Sophia, Ayda and Jackie worked most of the year doing fund raisers, finding a carpenter to 
assist with design, and building these fabulous portable bookcases. They will be submitting a 
report on their project to receive their silver pin for this wonderful gift.   
 



 
Winter Nights families will benefit from their skills and energy for years to come. 
 

                      
 

Thank you Sophia, Ayda and Jackie. 
Winter Nights families will benefit from your skills and energy for years to come. 

 

 
WN Traveling Tutors & Girl Scouts: 

David, Connie, Anita, Peggy, Carla,  Sophia, Ayda and Jackie, Carrie, Kate 
 

 
Joe Young, Scout Troop 237, completed his Eagle Scout project by building  

a new portable case for Family Shelter hygiene products. Thank you for a beautiful job, Joe. 



  

 

June 30, 2025 
The Safe Parking Program in Pittsburg 

7 clients –7 cars  
The Safe Parking Program in Antioch 

12 clients -11 cars 
 
 

 

In the last three months Safe Parking clients have been more successful 
than ever at finding housing.   

• 2 clients found rentals with their own lease 
• 2 clients are now at Transitional Housing programs  
• 1 client moved into Transitional Youth housing  
• 1 is in temporary housing and  
• 3 clients were able to move in with family/friends 
• Our prayers are with 2 clients who were hospitalized.  
•  

We want to thank our Case Managers and the County Coordinated Entry 
partnership for much of this success. 
 

 

 

 

 
Client Financial Assistance really makes a difference. 
In the last three months, six Safe Parking clients have been helped with 
towing, car repairs and storage unit payments.  $3876 was paid to vendors, 
keeping clients moving forward to housing.   
 

Thank you to a very generous donor 
A member of St Ignatius Catholic Church made a very generous donation of 
ten $100 gas cards to help our unhoused clients living in their cars. Thank 
you so much for helping those in Safe Parking on their journey forward.  
 
 

 

 

 
A Safe Parking client’s car was towed in for repair with help from Winter Nights. 

 
 

  



 

 
Winter Nights 4th Annual End-of-Year Picnic 

Celebrating and Thanking  Staff, Volunteers and Supporters 
 
On Saturday June 21, 2025, Winter Nights held its fourth Annual Picnic at Pleasant Hill Park 
celebrating the successful conclusion to our 21st season. Office Manager Teri Lundvall and the 
Winter Nights staff planned, organized, prepared and served a delicious picnic lunch.  
 

Over 40 staff, volunteers, board members, and friends attended and celebrated. It  was a great 
time to thank all the staff members for their hard work,  and their personal contributions to a very 
successful Winter Nights season. The Board presented them with tiaras, even the guys:  
         

A few of our amazing staff wearing their tiaras. 

 
 

We also  went all out with a special slice of cake for Bill Shaw, 
our third Executive Director- retired, because it was his birthday. 

 

    



More Photos of Picnic Fun 
If you have some to share, send them to us, and we will publish them next month.  

 

 

   

   

 
 

 
 

 



 

Winter Nights in  the  Community 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Our profound THANKS to the  
Community Foundation of Lafayette  

for its recognition of Winter Nights as one of its  
2025 Excellence Grants awardee.  

” Winter Nights Family Shelter has been selected to receive a 
2025 Excellence Award grant of $4,000 from the Community 
Foundation of Lafayette!  This year, we received 51 impressive 
proposals totaling more than $350,000 in requests. With great 
pride, we will be awarding over $140,000 in Excellence Awards 
to 37 remarkable organizations—yours among them. Your work 
stood out, and we are honored to support your mission and 
impact in the community.” 

 

 

 

 

Our THANKS to more Winter Nights Supporters 
 

 

 
 

The San Ramon Valley Kiwanis 
Club awarded Winter Nights 
$1100 to fund the Family 
Shelter. Dan Swander, Board 
President received their 
donation from Stewart Steele 
at their Annual Awards 
Breakfast.   

 

 
 

 

Learning Outreach Club.   
In May we received a huge donation from The Learning 
Outreach Club: Lysol wipes, baby wipes, and body wipes, Lysol 
spray, face masks, latex gloves, toiletries, new towels and 
washcloths, sheets, diapers, feminine hygiene products, oral 
hygiene products, socks and gloves.   
 

They were delivered by Sephali Diya Ghoshal and her mom 
Shree, who has previously volunteered as a tutor. The Learning 
Outreach Club offers tutoring, mentoring, and fundraising to 
provide essential educational and daily living supplies. Their 
mission is to help close the learning gap for economically 
disadvantaged students, empowering them to pursue their 
education and achieve their academic goals.  

 



 
It takes $2000 per day to fund Winter Nights 

∼∼∼ 
"My mom and I were frequently homeless when I was growing up because of financial insecurity 

and mental health struggles.  It is truly a sacred thing to be able to show up for people at the 

most vulnerable and hardest times of their lives. I’m honored to support your work and thank 

you for all that you do!~Winter Nights donor, 2023 
 

 
Whatever way you choose, for whatever amount,  

YOU are helping us serve more families and individuals. 
 

 DONATE ONLINE 

Checks can be written to: 
Winter Nights Family Shelter, Inc. 

404  Gregory  Lane  #7  
Pleasant Hill, CA 94523 

For questions or assistance please call the office 925-414-3883  
Or email Winter Nights at the  link below 

 

CONTACT US 

 

 

 
 

The Faces of Homelessness  

Our Contact Information 

Winter Nights Family Shelter, Inc. 

Gregory Lane #7 

Pleasant Hill, CA 94523 
925-414-3883 

http://www.cccwinternights.org 

 
Unsubscribe | Manage email 
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 Winter Nights Family Shelter, Inc 

is a 501(c)(3) public benefit nonprofit. 
Tax ID # 84-4775540 

Donations are tax deductible to the extent 

allowed by law, and no goods or services 

are provided in exchange for a donation. 

Winter Nights respects and supports the 

privacy of all our clients. Any photos of 

clients are used only with their permission. 

 


