Q&A
WALNUT RIDGE
DAN SCAMELL

Q: Please share a bit about your background and what inspired you to become a writer.

I was a bit of a late bloomer. I’ve always been creative, but aside from a story I started
and never finished in second grade called Super Troll, 1 didn’t do too much writing until I
was almost thirty. I started writing “creepypasta,” mostly in the genre of creepy video
games. Every journey has to start somewhere. As a kid, I would write and draw little
comics, and later, I wrote lyrics for bands I was in, but I never really considered narrative
fiction until I started reading Vonnegut. I read Slaughterhouse 5 in my twenties, and it
opened my eyes to the possibilities of fiction writing. It came across so open and loose,
yet impactful. The fact that you could write about something by not writing about it really
hit with me. That you could craft a story that works both on a narrative level and a
thematic level and that it could present itself in a way that didn’t speak down or make a
reader feel stupid was something that really resonated with me.

Q: Can you describe your writing process? Do you have any specific rituals or routines that help
you stay focused?

Aside from trying not to force myself to work if I’'m struggling too much and, conversely,
forcing myself to work if I notice I’'m becoming too much of a miserable bastard, I don’t
have much of a set routine. As far as process, it always seems to be different.

I went through a phase where I was waking up early and going to a coffee shop for a few
hours. I was very productive at that time with short stories and some novel work. I don’t
have any solid roots down anywhere right now, so I tend to try to be able to work loose
and scrappy when I can. That said, the last longer-form piece I wrote was during National
Novel Writing Month in 2022, and I built myself a fold-down desk in my closet and spent
hours and hours in there for a couple of weeks. So, I guess the short answer is “no.”

Q: How do you go about developing your characters, and are they inspired by real people or
experiences?

A lot of the characters I write tend to be facets of my own personality that I attempt to
combine with people I know or have met before. When writing, I do my best to let them
do what they want without interfering too much. Usually, by the time I finish a piece,
they’ve changed and grown, and I try to go back through and make them more cohesive
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if I can. I sometimes like to have a character say something that I’ve heard someone I
know say, and I build from there.

Q: What was the initial spark or idea that led to the creation of Walnut Ridge?

The idea sort of stems from an alternate take on the cliche of pod people. What if it really
was better to be cloned or brainwashed and never have to think or worry about anything
again? I know that my mind tends to race a lot and ruminate over things that don’t really
matter, so there are times when a lobotomy doesn’t sound too bad. That said, I don’t
know if there are any catch-all solutions for the masses of humanity. Some things are fine
for some people, and other things work for others. If I decided to become a pod person on
a bad day, I’d probably regret it later when I was feeling better. Maybe not. Who knows!

The concept was also a reaction to the amount of solution-oriented thinking that seems to
pervade society and media in modern times. Medication, fad diets, downsizing,
consumerism—1I think a lot of times we’re very oriented to get to the solution to our
perceived problems as quickly and painlessly as possible. The concept of decantation, of
having your body and mind reduced to a jar of goop, seemed natural. It’s a way to cure all
physical and mental health issues, simplify your life, and, generally, be happier. That was
the spark that got me to start “Bucket People,” an unfinished short story that eventually
became Walnut Ridge.

Q: Many readers enjoy discovering the themes and messages woven into a story. What central
themes or messages do you hope readers will take away from Walnut Ridge?

Author intent is only one minor facet of interpretation, so I’'m always interested to hear
what people take from what I write. It helps me better understand myself. I think the main
takeaway I’d like any reader to have would be the importance of attempting to retain an
open mind. I find myself writing characters on a scale on which the more certain they are
about things, the less correct they end up being about said things.

Q: Every writing journey has its challenges and rewards. Can you share some of the most
significant challenges you faced while writing this book and the most rewarding aspects of the
process?

Initially, Walnut Ridge was part of a purging of things that had been swirling around in
my brain for years. The actual writing process went very quickly, and I was able to keep
up a pace without much trouble. I recall one challenge being striking a balance between
keeping things vague and open to a reader without being cryptic. I wanted the book to
work on different levels independently, and I was never sure if [ was being too overt or
burying the lead. The main challenges have been editing, revising and rewriting.
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I think the most rewarding part was just getting all this stuff out. The themes and
questions that led me to write this book still remain in my mind, but they’re
compartmentalized in a way that frees up some space in my failing hard drive.

Q: Do you have a favorite scene or character in the book? If so, what makes it special to you?

Alphonse, the human who’s been decanted into a jar of blue ooze and connected to a
computer, was a lot of fun to write. I enjoyed writing a character who is fundamentally
different from his peers, physically and emotionally, yet is still a human in many of the
subtle ways that tie us to the human condition.

There’s a scene in the story in which the characters are driving through the uninhabited
world to break into a Taco Bell and cook themselves a meal, and one character, Brock,
begins singing an old funk song. Alphonse recognizes the song and chimes in with his
monotone, computer-generated voice. The two alternate “singing” the lyrics. It was a fun
scene and felt inconsequential in the best and most natural of ways.

Q: How did the genre of science fiction and mental health influence each other in Walnut Ridge?

I think reading Vonnegut really pushed me into merging the two. I desperately wanted to
write about my personal experiences and feelings but didn’t know how to do so in an
accessible way or without pretension. Weird SF and contemporary fantasy are great
because you can warp our own reality into one that’s recognizable but fantastical enough
to distract a reader and keep from being overbearing with themes.

It felt like a natural fit since weird science fiction asks a reader to exist in a world that we
can identify with on many levels but also to go along with the shit that makes no sense.
It’s honestly how I feel most days. I wake up, and there’s air and a sun and gravity and
stuff, but the rest, obligation, emotion, interaction, it’s sort of transient and nonsensical.

Q: Balancing personal experiences with imagination is crucial. How did you manage this in the
book?

I’m horrifically insecure, so [ mainly try to write about things I’ve experienced personally
or learn from a trusted friend. Otherwise, I’ll talk myself out of writing about anything at
all. I try my hardest to inject my stories with actual events that have happened to me,
even if I don’t fully understand them. I think that helps bridge the chasm between reality
and the fantastic.

As I’ve alluded to, reality doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, so I think that helps as well.

Most days, I feel like I’d be as unfazed by gigantic, fleshy abominations crawling through
the streets as I am by the banal advertisements I see on TV. I tend to observe things and
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consider possible outcomes so I can prepare myself to act, which is quite draining and
makes it tough to interact effectively and honestly, but it seems to help with creativity.
So, there’s that.

Q: Walnut Ridge explores the concept of the "Angel's Promise" as a requirement for
transformation. How did you develop and convey this otherworldly element in the context of
mental health and addiction?

Without saying too much, the Promise was my take on a very integral part of certain
addiction recovery programs. It basically comes down to developing a personal concept
of faith—choosing to turn oneself over to it. Breaking down one’s walls and accepting
help from whatever and whomever is there to help. Usually, stuff like that is way less
complicated than my mind wants to make it. One of the criticisms I got while writing
Walnut Ridge was the vagueness of the Promise, but in a sense, that’s sort of the point.
(This is what writers say when they’ve failed to effectively convey a concept.)

Q: The choice between accepting the alien offering and building a new life on Earth serves as a
pivotal metaphor in the story. How did you approach crafting this metaphor and its relevance to
the challenges of recovery within societal norms?

Something I come back to a lot is, “What would you do if you weren’t afraid?” I try to
work that sentiment into my life when I can, butl find it interesting to look at it from
other perspectives as well. It’s easy to say, “If I wasn't afraid of failing, I would put all
my efforts into achieving my goals.” But what about the other side? What would I do if I
wasn’t afraid of not achieving my goals? I guess that would be either contentment or
resignation. Maybe those aren’t as different as I think they are, and maybe we can put
effort into making that choice. I think that decision was sort of an underlying thread to the
story. A great deal of living day to day comes down to deciding to be okay in situations
that don’t feel like they’re okay. I wanted to create a world where the fear has been
removed, and what remains is faith. But sometimes, connecting to that faith is difficult
for reasons we aren’t even aware of.

Q: As an author, how do you see the role of science fiction in addressing and exploring complex
issues such as mental health and addiction?

Genre fiction is great for tackling those sorts of things. Sci-fi, speculative fiction, fantasy,
it all makes for a perfect backdrop to talk about serious stuff. I don't think there’s
anything wrong with hard sci-fi—rockets and aliens and political intrigue and whatever.
But I think creating a slightly altered version of our world is a great tool for easing into
talking about relatable issues without coming across too straightforward or preachy. It’s a
good way to disarm a reader and hopefully make them more open to considering the
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similarities between their life and their world since the differences presented are so
pronounced.

We’ve come a long way as a species in terms of noticeable advancement. We’re living in
the future. We have been for a while now. And yet people are still fucked up. At a core
level, I think most of us are trying to fill a void in ourselves. Some do it in healthier ways
than others, but a lot of us are still longing for something—either searching for it or
actively distracting ourselves from the search. I think that’s something ingrained in us at
some level, and SF is a good venue to explore that since it highlights how, regardless of
our achievements or downfalls—regardless of our level of comfort or distress, it’s natural
to long for something. Whether you’re in utopia, on a dying world, or out in a spaceship.

Q: The humor in the book seems to be an integral part of the storytelling. How did you use
humor to enhance the narrative and convey the complexities of mental health and recovery?

Humor and levity are incredibly important to me in life and in writing. I find it difficult to
take things seriously, sometimes to a fault. Gallows humor can be especially effective
when things have really gone to shit. When dealing with issues that feel hopeless,
sometimes the physical change that comes with a good chuckle can help shift perspective
from a dangerous mindset to a more manageable one. Not always, but it’s usually worth
it. Some of the best jokes come out when you gather a few failed suicides in one room.

I often use humor in my writing when I’m feeling especially cowardly. It can be difficult
to get down and dirty. When I need to get really honest and vulnerable, I tend to favor
cracking jokes or adding silly shit to a narrative so I don’t get so insecure about exposing
myself. Don’t quote that out of context, please.

Q: The imagery in Walnut Ridge is stunning. How did you approach crafting vivid and
memorable visuals in the narrative, and what significance do these images hold in conveying the
underlying themes of the book?

(This is kind of a longer one)

A lot of what’s in the book is just sort of what I enjoy and find amusing. I tackle some
serious stuff in this book, but there’s a great deal of humor and gags as well. I’'m a big fan
of older technology, so I threw a bunch of that into the story. I thought it would be
amusing for an alien race to have technology beyond our comprehension but also still use
wildly outdated things like CRT monitors, vacuum tubes, punch cards, magnetic tape, all
that crap. It was good enough for aliens back in 1950s movies, so why not now?
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The appearance of the aliens, the Angels, lends itself to speculation about religious
themes, but it was a decision I made almost entirely based around a visual gag rather than
trying to make a commentary on organized religion, though some parallels can certainly
be made. I thought it would be amusing for the Angels to appear in a form they judged to
be “Good enough” to convince a race that had advanced more than they’d anticipated. To
be walking around in these giant, uncanny humanoid vessels kind of speaks to their
hubris as a race.

The purple sky from the gas the Angels used to put humanity at ease during their arrival
was meant to be a constant reminder that things are not as they used to be and also an
indication that the Angels may not have planned things out as well as they ought to have.
Also, purple is cool.

Alphonse was just based on how a human who was turned into goop would need to be
modified for a return life among un-decanted humans. A slapdash setup with a
mini-computer and speaker. The vessels used to house ghosts felt like something you
would see in a B sci-fi movie.

The Cindervale setting is based on the greater Scranton, PA area and will probably feel
familiar to friends of mine if I’ve described it well enough. I'm most comfortable writing
areas like that—depressed, former mining towns surrounded by forests and farmlands. I’ve
used Cindervale in a few stories now, and I’m sure it will pop up again.

Q: What's next for you as an author? Can you provide any insights into your upcoming projects
or the direction your writing may take in the future?

I try to watch for themed short story calls to keep me moving. I tend to do genre stuff,
horror and weird fiction. I’ve got a few longer-form ideas I’'m hoping to work on. A
couple of drafts have been started. I’ve got some novel manuscripts I’'m shopping around,
one is another literary speculative fiction story kind of similar to Walnut Ridge but much
heavier, and I’m not sure it’s any fucking good, but I adore a lot of it. There’s another
shorter novel (the one I wrote in my closet) that I’d really like to get out. It’s weird and
sort of surreal and, again, deals with themes of mental illness and addiction.
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