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Timothy Egan’s
THE GOOD RAIN

The secret of life in the Northwest runs in packs of silver; as with most

mysteries, it lies just below the surface, evident to anyone who thinks it
important enough to look. At Willamette Falls, this secret reveals itself in
rare flashes amidst the industrial clutter of Oregon City. The river here is a
beast of burden, powering the street lights of nearby Portland, grinding
wood pulp to paper, settling into locks that lift ships on their way. Against
this metallic frenzy a few chinook salmon hurry upstream, driven by a
singular impulse to pass on the baton of life and then die. To the continued
befuddlement of biologists, they return to the neighborhood of their youth
after seeing the world. In the fall, as the ground goes cold and the fields die,
they bring a dose of fertility in from the sea, carrying the collected natural
history of the Willamette in their gene pool. Fornication, in the ritualized
style of the Pacific salmon, is never more charitable—or fatal.
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To my mother,
who always said, Stay West,
and then showed me why



The flora and fauna grew or died, flourished or failed, in complete
disregard for man and his aims. A Man Can Make His Mark, did
they tell me? Lies, lies. Before God I tell you: a man might
struggle and labor his livelong life and make no mark! None! No
permanent mark at all! I say it is true.

xenkesey, Sdometimes a Great Notion
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Introduction
FINISHING UP WITH GRANDPA
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All summer long Grandpa remains in the basement, two pounds of

cremated ash in a plain cardboard cylinder. I can’t get used to the idea of
this odorless beige powder as the guy who taught me how to land brook
trout with a hand-tied fly, the son of a Montana mineral chaser, the teller of
campfire tales about hiding from the Jesuits with his schoolboy chum, a
jug-eared kid named Bing Crosby. He had smoked himself to death, and
near the end Grandpa couldn’t even take a pee without falling down and
gasping for breath. He’d be lying on the bathroom floor of his house in
Seattle, a plastic-tipped cigar clenched between his teeth, all that loose skin
draped over a shrinking body. Fifty years of two packs a day, that’s what did



it. Finally, the emphysema literally asphyxiated him. He was as old as the
twentieth century when he died.

My job is to bury him. Something appropriate, my Granny says, handing
me the cylinder after the funeral. “Just throw him off the ferry or dump him
into the Yakima River,” she says. “Whatever you think is best.”

This sends me to the map. He’d fished every stream of substance on both
sides of the Cascade Mountains, and when the Winnebagos and ghetto
blasters began to invade the trout haunts close to home, he went north to
British Columbia in search of the adrenal surge that came every time a foot-
long native cutthroat rose from the glacial chill to snap one of his tricolored
nymphs. With his hip-waders, history books and flasks of Murphy’s, he
wandered from the crest of the Canadian Rockies to the mean edge of the
Pacific, following fish. As I think about what to do with him now, a river
seems a logical last home. Like the chinook salmon that swim eight
thousand miles from the Siberian shore to mate and then die in the same
Cascade Mountain stream in which they were born, he needs to return, full
cycle. But where, exactly?

Stumped for the time being, I set Grandpa on a stool in the basement of
this tired house we are renting near Lake Washington. Joni and I live
upstairs, but we have to pass through the basement in order to get outside.
This means the what-to-do-with-Grandpa question is at least a twice-a-day
nuisance. As the summer dries out and the pink glow off the western
glaciers of Mount Baker disappears earlier and earlier, I begin to feel like a
spiritual delinquent, holding up a long-planned reunion of body and soul.

Mid-fall now, the leaves of the red maple out front are clinging to a
thread of memory, and we know he has to go. A winter with Gramps in the
basement will not do. On a Sunday in late October, one of those weekends
when the jet stream is lacerating southeast Alaska but leaving this corner of
continental America alone, we put Grandpa in the car and drive south,
heading for Mount Rainier. I decide to take him to the apex of the
Northwest, the blue hulk which has shadowed over both of us for so long.
The volcano of Rainier, I conclude, is where he belongs.

The road follows the water, beginning in Seattle, where Lake Washington
is fed by the Cedar River, a point which used to be the favorite summer
camp for the salmon-fat Duwamish Indians. Now, it’s covered with Boeing
barns stuffed with generic-green 737s and 757s. In his time, Grandpa could
still fish the Cedar as it snaked toward the lake; he could take a ferry for a
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