The riveting sequel to Hatchet

River

ARY PAULSEN




THE RINER

GARY PAULSEN

A Yearling Book



Published by

Bantam Doubleday Dell Books for Young Readers
a division of

Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.
1540 Broadway

New York, New York 10036

If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this
book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the
publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any
payment for this “stripped book.”

Copyright © 1991 by Gary Paulsen
Map by Neil Waldman

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmit-
ted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval
system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where
permitted by law. For information address Delacorte Press, New York,
New York 10036

The trademarks Yearling® and Dell® are registered in the U.S. Patent
and Trademark Office and in other countries.

ISBN: 0-440-40753-2

ISBN: 0-440-82118-5 (Trumpet edition)
Reprinted by arrangement with Delacorte Press
Printed in the United States of America

February 1993
2019



Brian opened the door and stood back. There
were three men, all in dark suits, standing on the front porch.
They were large but not fat, well built, with bodies in decent
shape. One of them was slightly thinner than the other two.

“Brian Robeson?”’

Brian nodded. ‘‘Yes.”

The thin man smiled and stepped forward and held out his
hand. “I'm Derek Holtzer. These other two are Bill Mannerly
and Erik Ballard. Can we come in?"”

Brian held the door open to let them come in. ‘“Mother
isn’t home right now. . . .”

“It’s you we want to see.”’ Derek stopped just in the entry-
way and the other two did the same. “Of course, we’ll wish
to speak to your mother and father as well, but we came to
see you. Didn’t you get a call about us?”

Brian shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. I mean, I know I



didn’t, but I don’t think Mother did either. She would have
said something.”

““How about your father?”

“He . . . doesn’t live here. My parents are divorced.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Derek truly looked embarrassed. ‘I didn't
know."’

“It happens.” Brian shrugged, but it was still new enc
just over a year and a half, to feel painful. He mex
pushed it away and had a sudden thought of his own footi..
ness. Three men he did not know were in the house. They
did not look threatening, but you never knew

““What can I do for you?”’

““Well, if you don’t know anything about any of this
maybe we should wait for your mother to come home. We
can come back.”

Brian nodded. ‘“Whatever you want . . . but you could
tell me what it’s about, if you wanted to."”

‘“Maybe I'd better check on you first. Are you the Brian
Robeson who survived alone in the Canadian woods for two
months?”’

"‘Fifty-four days,” Brian said. ‘Not quite two months. Yes
—that’s me.”

“Good.”

““Are you from the press?’”’ For months after his return
home, Brian had been followed by the press. Even after the
television special—a camera crew went back with him to the
lake and he showed them how he’d lived—they stayed after
him. Newspapers, television, book publishers—they called
him at home, followed him to school. It was hard to get away
from them. One man even offered him money to put his face
on a T-shirt, and a jeans company wanted to come out with a
line of Brian Robeson Survival Jeans.

His mother had handled them all, with the help—through
the mail—of his father, and he had some money in an ac-
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count for college. Actually, enough to complete college. But
it had finally slowed down and he didn’t miss it. /

At first it had been exciting, but soon the thrill had worn
off. He was famous, and that wasn'’t too bad, but when they
started following him- with cameras and wanting to make
—ovies of him and his life it got a little crazy.

= met a girl in school, Deborah McKenzie. They hit it off

;wwent on a few dates, and pretty soon the press was bug-
ae1g her as well and that was too much. He started going out
‘the back door, wearing sunglasses, meeting Deborah in out-
of-the-way places, and sliding down the hallways in school.
He was only too glad when people stopped noticing him.
. And here they were again. ‘I mean, are you with television
or anything?”’

Derek shook his head. “Nope—not even close. We're with
a government survival school.”

“Instructors?”’

Derek shook his head. “Not exactly. Bill and Erik are in-
structors, but I'm a psychologist. We work with people who
may need to survive in bad situations—you know, like
downed pilots, astronauts, soldiers. How to live off the land
and get out safely.”

““What do you want with me?”

Derek smiled. ‘“You can probably guess. . . .”

Brian shook his head.

““Well, to make it short, we want you to do it again.”
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Brian stared at him. “It’s a joke, right?”

Derek shook his head. “Not at all—but I think we should
wait for your mother to come home and talk to her and your
father. We'll come back later.”

He turned to leave and the other two men, still silent,
followed him to the door.

“Just a minute.”” Brian stopped them. ‘‘Maybe I didn’t un-
derstand what you said—let me get it straight. You want me
to go back and do it over again? Live in the woods with noth-
ing but a hatchet?”

Derek nodded. ‘“That’s it.”

““But that's crazy. It was . . . rough. I mean, I almost died
and it was just luck that I made it out.’

Derek shook his head. “No. Not luck. You had somethmg
more going for you besides luck.”

Brian had a mental picture of the porcupine coming into



his shelter in the dark, throwing the hatchet and hitting the
rock embedded in the wall and getting sparks. If the porcu-
pine hadn’t come in and he hadn’t thrown the hatchet, and if
the hatchet hadn’t hit the rock just right, there wouldn't
have been sparks and he wouldn’t have had a fire and he
might not be standing here talking to this man now. ‘‘Most of
it was luck. . . .”

“Let me explain what I mean.”

Brian waited.

“We teach what you did, or we try to. But the truth is, we
have never done it and we don’t know anybody who has ever
done it. Not for real.” He shrugged, his shoulders moving
under the jacket. “Oh, we do silly little tests, you know,
where we go out and pretend to survive. But nobody in our
field has ever had to do it—where everything is on the line."”
He looked directly at Brian. ‘‘Like you.”

The one named Bill Mannerly stepped forward. ‘“We want
you to teach us. Not from a book, not from pamphlets or
training films, but really teach us what it’s like. So we can
teach others more accurately.”

Brian smiled. He couldn’t help it. ‘You mean take a class
out and show them what I did?”’

Derek held up his hands and shook his head. ‘“No. Not
like that. Nothing phony. We haven’t worked it all out yet,
but we thought one of us would go with you and stay out
there with you, live the way you live, watch you—Ilearn.
Learn. Take notebooks and make notes, write everything
down. We really want to know how you did it—all the parts
of it.”

Brian believed him. His voice was soft and sincere and his
eyes were honest, but still Brian shook his head. ‘It wasn’t
like you think. It wasn’t a camping trip. I lost weight, but
more than that, I didn't come back the same.” And, he
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thought, I'm still not the same; I'll never be the same. He
could not walk through a park without watching the trees for
game, could not not hear things. Sometimes he wanted not to
see, not to hear everything around him—noise, colors, move-
ment. But he couldn’t blank them out. He saw, heard,
smelled everything.

“That’'s what we want to know. Those things.” Derek
smiled. ‘“Look, don’t say no yet. Let us come back and talk to
your mother, explain it all, and then you can make a deci-
sion. All right?”’

Brian nodded slowly. ‘'All right. Just to talk, right?”

“Just to talk.”

The three men left, and Brian looked at the digital clock on
the table in the entryway. It would be an hour before his
mother got home. He had some studying to do—it was the
end of May and there were finals—but he decided to cook
dinner.

He loved to cook. :

It was one of the things that had changed about him from
the time when he was in the woods. He thought of it as the
Time.

Just that. The Time. When he was speaking quietly to Deb-
orah about it—he'd tried to tell her of it, all of it, including
the moments when he tried to end himself—when he spoke
to her about it, he always started it with just those words:

The Time.

A year had passed, and in the world around him not much
had changed. His mother still saw the man, though not as
much, and Brian thought it might be passing, what they had
between them. The divorce was still final—and would proba-
bly remain so. He’'d gone to visit his father after the Time and
found that he’d fallen in love with another woman and was
going to marry her.
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Things ground on, a day at a time.

But Brian had changed, completely.

And one of the things that had happened was that now he
loved to cook. There was something about the food, prepar-
ing the food, looking at the food—there was so much of it
compared to what he’d had in the woods. He enjoyed taking
the food out, working with it and cooking it and serving it
and eating it. Chewing each bite, knowing the food, watching
other people eat. Sometimes he would just sit and watch his
mother eat what he had cooked, and once it bothered her so
much that she looked up at him, a piece of sauteed beef on a
fork halfway to her mouth.

““What is it?”’

“I'm just watching you eat,”” he’d said to her. “'It’s some-
thing—eating. Just to see somebody eat. It's really some-
thing."” '

“Are you . . . all right?” she’d asked. Of course, he
wasn't—or maybe he was and had never been all right before
in his life. But he’'d smiled and nodded.

“Sure, fine . . .”

But it was more that he couldn'’t tell her what was wrong,
or even if anything was wrong—he couldn't really talk to
anybody about it because nobody understood what he meant.

His father and mother had insisted that he go to a coun-
selor when he first came back, and more to humor them than
anything else he went, but it didn’t help. The counselor
thought he was somehow mentally injured, somehow
harmed, and the truth was almost the exact opposite. He
tried to tell the counselor that he was more than he had been,
not less—not just older, not just fifteen when before he had
been fourteen, but more. Much more. But the counselor
didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, because he hadn't
been with Brian in the woods during the time. The Time.
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I discovered fire,”” Brian told the counselor.

‘“Well, sure, but you're back now—""

Brian had stopped him. ‘“No. You don't understand. I truly
discovered fire—the way some man or woman did it thou-
sands and thousands of years ago. I discovered fire where it
had been hidden in the rock for all of time and it was there
for me. It doesn’t matter that we have matches or lighters or
that fire is easy to make here in the other part of the world. I
truly and honestly discovered fire. It was a great thing, a very
great thing. . . .”

The counselor had sat behind his desk and smiled and nod-
ded and tried to know what Brian was speaking about, but it
wasn't there—he couldn’t.

And that became the way of it for Brian. In all his dealings
with the new world around him since he was reborn in the
woods—as he thought of it—he had to be evasive, hold back.
If he told the truth, nobody believed him; and if he was silent
—which he found himself becoming more and more—they
thought he was sick.

He couldn’t win.

He took two pork chops out of the freezer and thawed
them in the microwave. Then he found the cookbook and
flipped to the page for breaded pork chops.

When he first returned home, he found himself wanting to
eat a great deal. He would buy a hamburger, eat it, drink a
malt, then think immediately of buying another one, but that
only lasted a brief time. His stomach had shrunk and the
food made him feel heavy, wrong somehow, and he’d stopped
overeating.

But he still took great pleasure in food, and he now pre-
pared the pork chops slowly, enjoying himself as he worked.

He cut the fat off them, breaded them, preheated the oven,
and put them in a glass pan. While they were baking he
looked at the clock again—his mother was due in less than
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half an hour and she was never late—and put two potatoes on
a plate to bake in the microwave. He would start them when
she came home—they baked in a few minutes—and they
could eat before the men came back.
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‘“

It was a wonderful meal,”” his mother said,
leaning back from the table and smiling, “‘as usual.”

Brian nodded. ““Something I whipped up.”

They cleared the table. They had become strangely closer
since his return. So much of the divorce, and the other man,
had bothered him, but coming close to death in the woods
had led him to understand some things about himself and
other people. He realized that he was not always right, was,
indeed, often not right, and at the same time he found that
others were not always wrong.

He learned to accept things—his mother, the situation, his
life, all of it—and with the acceptance, he found that he
admired her.

She was trying to make a go of it alone, working in a real
estate office selling lots, and it was rough.

““We have to talk,” he said, putting the dishes in the dish-



washer. To have dishes, he thought, just to have dishes and
pots and pans and a stove to cook the food—it still marveled
him. "'Some men are coming over to talk to you.”

“What men?"”

He explained Derek and the other two, what they wanted.

“You mean what they said they wanted. They might be
anybody. We should call the police.”

He shrugged. “If you want. I was a little worried at first,
but they didn’t do anything and they seemed all right, so I
told them to come back.”

She thought it over and finally nodded. “Let’s see if they
come—we'll play it the way it looks best.”

As if on cue the doorbell rang, and she went to the door
with Brian following.

Derek stood alone on the front step. He backed away so
they could see him well through the peephole in the door.

She opened the door.

““Hello. I'm Derek Holtzer—"

““My son told me about you. Weren't there two others?”’

““We thought one man might be less pushy. They stayed in
the motel.”

‘“Please come in. We'll have some coffee.”

Derek followed her in and they sat down at the dining
room table and Derek explained to Brian’s mother what he
wanted—all that he had told Brian.

““We would control the operation closely,” he said, “‘and
take every precaution possible. Of course, we wouldn't do
anything without your permission, and Brian’s father’s as
well,”” Derek concluded.

His mother sipped coffee and put the cup down carefully.
Her voice was even, as if talking about the weather. “'I think
it's insane.”

Brian half agreed with her. In all the time since his return,
he had had dozens of kids and not a few adults say how much
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they would have liked to do it—be marooned in the woods
with nothing but a hatchet. But they always said it when
they weren't over a block and a half from a grocery store,
usually in a room with lights and cushions on a couch and
running water. None of them had ever said it while they were
sitting in the dark with mosquitoes plugging their nostrils or
night sounds so loud around them they couldn’t think.

To want to go back was insane.

And yet.

And yet . . .

Yet there was this small feeling, a tingle at the back of his
neck as his hairs went up.

I know it sounds strange, but Brian has had a unique ex-
perience,” Derek said. He set his cup down carefully on the
saucer. ‘‘It could save lives if he would help us.”

“It’s still insane.”” Brian’s mother shook her head. ‘I don't
think you have the slightest idea of what you're asking. You
must realize that for the time Brian was gone we thought he
was dead. Dead. We were told by experts that he couldn’t
possibly still be alive and then we got him back. Back from
the dead. And now you're asking me—his mother—to send
him back out there?”

Derek took a breath, held it, let it out. “Don’t you see?
That's exactly why we must dg it. Because he was thought to
be dead and lived, because he did something nobody else
could do and if he could share that with us, show us, take us
through it with him—he could save others who are in the
same place. It's not just what he learned about survival—we
know most of that. Or at least the survival instructors do. It’s
his thinking, his psychological processes, how his mind
worked for him—that’s what’s so important.”’

“I have to do it.”” God, Brian thought—was that my voice?

Both of them looked at Brian. Derek in surprise, his mother
with a stunned look on her face.
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““What?”’

Brian leaned back. ‘I know, Mother. But he’s right. I . . .
learned something there. About how to live—I mean how to
live. And if it could help others, I have to do it."

““There is money,”” Derek said. “"We can contract him and
the government will pay well for his help.”

His mother was still staring at him, but he knew, Brian
knew, that she understood. There was much between them
since he came back, much understanding. She treated him
much more as an adult and she understood. Still, she held
back, and the worry was alive in her face. ‘'Are you sure—
absolutely certain?”’

Brian sighed. ‘I have to—if it will help others.”

She nodded slowly, biting her lower lip. But she nodded.

“I'll have to call his father,”” she said. “He may say no."”

But Brian knew.

He was going.
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