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Petaluma couple together in life, death
Pair’s violent end contrasts with
their 63 years together; experts
warn of depression among elderly
By JULIE JOHNSON
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

FAMILY PHOTO

Bertha and Harold Coombes.

Bertha Leffler sparked a lifelong love affair
when she sent a letter to soldiers fighting in
the Korean War and it landed in the hands
of Harold Coombes, the man who would become her husband of 63 years. The couple
built a life in Petaluma, raising four children
there, and Harold’s career working with plas-

ter still stands in the form of the larger-thanlife chicken sculpture at the Sonoma-Marin
Fairgrounds.
Their enmeshed lives ended together suddenly when, last month, Harold, 86, picked
up his wife from a clinic, where she’d spent
weeks rehabilitating from an ankle injury,
and brought her home. The next day, Bertha,
83, was found fatally shot in the bed where
she’d spent much of the previous six months
following a series of falls, according to family
and police. Harold was seated, on the other
side of the wall from his wife, having killed
himself with the same gun.
Family members say that, although violent, sudden and heartbreaking, they view

the way Bertha and Harold died as a reflection of their deeply intertwined lives and an
unwillingness to be without the other.
“It was merciful; it was not murder,” said
their son-in-law Dave Perry, 63, who worked
alongside Harold during their careers as
plasterers. “It was a release from a body
that wasn’t working anymore. They’re not in
pain now — that’s the way we have to think
about it.”
After a relative discovered their bodies
Jan. 19, police found a will and a handwritten
note left out on a table in which Harold matter-of-factly apologized to his family for any
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App uses
phones
to detect
quakes

SANTA ROSA » Officials unveil trailer that will provide
restrooms, hot water for homeless at various sites

A place to shower

MyShake makes use
of smartphone sensors
to quickly collect data
By ROSANNA XIA
LOS ANGELES TIMES

PHOTOS BY ALVIN JORNADA / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

GRAND TOUR: Roseanna Gonzalez, left, Marge Lopez, center, and Lee Dibble, right, take turns looking inside Santa Rosa’s new portable shower and bathroom trailer
for the homeless, which was on display Friday in front of City Hall. The trailer initially will be placed at three sites each week, with a fourth location to be added later.
By KEVIN McCALLUM
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

S

anta Rosa on Friday showed
off the shiny new bathroom
trailer it purchased as part of a
program to bring sanitary services
to the homeless.
The portable shower and bathroom will begin operating in
various locations around the city
next week, giving people who need
it a hot shower and a chance to
learn more about ways they can get
off the streets and into permanent
housing.
“This is one piece of a larger
puzzle of connecting people to vital
services they so need and deserve,”

Mayor John Sawyer said.
He praised the city, which began
discussing the purchase of the trailer eight months ago, as working at
“hyper-speed” to get the trailer up
and running.
The city last year authorized
spending up to $87,450 to allow
Catholic Charities to buy and
operate the trailer for a year as part
of its expanded Homeless Outreach
Services Team.
The trailer, which is towed by a
pickup, has two bathrooms, each of
which has a private toilet, sink and
shower. It can provide up to 30 hot,
10-minute showers before it needs
TURN TO SHOWER » PAGE A2

INTERIOR INSPECTION: Bob Higham on Friday checks out one of
two showers in the new city trailer, which can provide up to 30 hot,
10-minute showers before it requires refilling.

US experts gird for arrival
of Zika-carrying mosquitoes
By SABRINA TAVERNIS
NEW YORK TIMES

MAX REED / NEW YORK TIMES

Mosquito control inspector Patti Sprague dumps
standing water in Key West, Fla., this week. The
threat of the Zika virus spreading in the U.S. will
require hands-on tactics, experts say.

SAVANNAH, Ga. — It was standing
room only at the annual conference of the
American Mosquito Control Association
this week.
In a chilly convention center ballroom
here, the leading lights of mosquito control gathered, as they do every year, to
talk about bugs and new ways to get rid
of them. But this year an ominous urgency infused the session. Mosquitoes in this
hemisphere have an unpredictable new

weapon — the Zika virus, a threat that
left the participants comparing notes like
field commanders before summer battle.
Nearly a year after the first cases of Zika
were diagnosed in Brazil, the virus, which
is suspected to cause birth defects and
other neurological problems, is bearing
down on American shores. It is already in
Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands.
There have been more than 50 cases of
Americans infected abroad, and most
experts believe that by summer, the conTURN TO ZIKA » PAGE A8

When the earth shakes in California, the first place you are
likely to hear about it is on social media.
“Earthquake!” “Did you feel
that?” “How big?” are common
messages on Facebook as Californians try to share information on their mobile phones in
real time.
Now, UC Berkeley scientists
are hoping to capture that sharing impulse in a massive science
experiment: using cellphones
to detect earthquakes as soon
as they start. They hope that by
turning mobile phones into vast
data collection points, they can
quickly glean information about
the quakes and warn those farther away from the epicenter
that shaking is on the way.
On Friday, scientists unveiled an app that will test this
idea with anyone around the
world who wants to participate.
Named MyShake, the free app,
available on Google Android
phones and at myshake.berkeley.edu, uses smartphone sensors to detect movement caused
by an earthquake.
Users who download the app
will be sending data to scientists
when an earthquake as small as
a magnitude 5 hits.
By harvesting information
from hundreds of phones closest to the earthquake, scientists
will be able to test a computer
system that could, in the future,
dispatch early warnings that
shaking is seconds or minutes
away to people farther away
from the earthquake’s origin.
For instance, if a quake started
in San Bernardino, cellphones
TURN TO QUAKES » PAGE A2
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