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Thank you so much for taking this
journey with Neevah, Canon, Dessi

and me! It winds across decades
and cities and countries. Through
trials and joys. There are so many

layers to this story. As I was writing,
I realized just how complex and

intricate parts of it are, especially
the historical aspects. I hope it

lingers in your mind and lays on
your heart, so we've developed this

guide to help peel away some of
those layers and examine just what
we can take with us when we walk
away from this story. Whether it's
you and your book club, you and a
friend, or just  you going through

the questions on your own, we
hope you enjoy this extension of

the Reel experience. 

Thank You

Kennedy Ryan

https://www.facebook.com/KennedyRyanAuthor
https://www.instagram.com/kennedyryan1
http://kennedyryanwrites.com/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7429243.Kennedy_Ryan
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"It’s fragile and

sweet, this moment,

like flakes of sugar

disintegrating on

your tongue when

you’ve barely had

time to taste."

Reel follows a renowned director, Canon Holt,
who stumbles upon the “lost” story of Dessi
Blue, a blues/jazz singer from the 1930s who,

like so many artists of color, never received the
recognition or celebration she deserved. He
casts a relatively unknown actress, Neevah

Saint, to star in the large-scale biopic. Not only
do Canon and Neevah discover the epic

journey of Dessi, a fictionalized composite of
performers like Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, Billie
Holiday, and Adelaide Hall, but they navigate

love and explore acceptance while negotiating
the pitfalls of the Hollywood spotlight. 

Introduction



05Discussion Guide

What can we expect in future books in the series?
 

Takira's story, The Close-Up, a novella, releases September 14, 2021.
Monk and Verity will get a full-length novel early 2022 and Evan's story
a little later. There may be one more novella in the series somewhere,
but we'll have to see!

Interview
Author

Reel is a love letter to creatives of color who brought us so much joy and
high art under sometimes awful circumstances living in a country that saw
their skin before their gift. I drew from the energy fueling projects like The
United States v. Billie Holiday on Hulu, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom on Netflix
and Sylvie’s Love and One Night In Miami on Amazon. There is a burst of
creativity and production among creatives of color we haven’t seen at this
level maybe since the Harlem Renaissance. It is accompanied by newfound
creative agency and power, enabling us to tell our stories unfiltered,
through our lens and with our voices. I see this story as a slice of what is
happening in broader culture, and I’m excited to add my perspective
through romance storytelling. I want to shine light on this movement and
what it means, not just for communities of color, but for everyone.

What inspired you to write about both the Harlem Renaissance and the
current Hollywood Renaissance?
 

I had never written a screenplay. I actually bought a copy of the script from
The Cotton Club to see the format for a movie in the period in which I was
writing. The most challenging parts were figuring out how much of Dessi's
story to reveal before that thread would start to distract from the primary
love story. And then how to fit that into the natural flow of the story.
Meaning, in a way that organically intersected with the action occurring in
the contemporary storyline. It was surgical and I adjusted both storylines as
I went along to ensure that flow.

You weaved the story of Dessi Blue into Neevah and Canon’s story. Was it
difficult to craft this style of story within a story?
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"I want her however she
comes. She's worth all of the

gambles with no
guarantees."

Book

The
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I went from backstage Broadway to
center stage Hollywood.

One moment in the spotlight . . .
 

For months I stood by, an understudy
waiting in the wings, 

preparing for my time to shine. 
I never imagined he would watch in the

audience that night. 
Canon Holt.

Famous film director.
Fascinating. Talented. Fine

Before I could catch my breath,
everything changed. 

From being unknown, to my name,
Neevah Saint, on everyone’s lips.

Canon casts me in a star-studded
Harlem Renaissance biopic, 
catapulting me into another

stratosphere. 
But stars shine brightest in the dead of

night.
Forbidden attraction, scandal and
circumstances beyond my control

jeopardize my dream.
Could this one shot—the role of a

lifetime, the love of a lifetime—cost me
everything?

Reel
"If she were a room,

all the windows

and doors would be

flung open."
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 Kennedy Ryan crafted a unique structure for this book. How did you

feel about the intertwining of the novel and the movie script? Past and

present? How did this enhance or detract from the reading/listening

experience?

 What did you like most about the book? What did you like the least?

 Were there any quotes (or passages) that stood out to you? Why?

 Which character or moment prompted the strongest emotional

reaction for you? Why?

 Were there times you disagreed with Canon’s or Neevah’s actions?

What would you have done differently?

 Were there any plot twists that you loved? Disliked?

 Neevah and her sister, Terry, have a complicated relationship. How did

you feel about its evolution throughout the book?

 Canon aims to amplify Black voices with his work. Take some time to

have a look at real historical figures whose achievements have been

miscredited or overlooked in the past (website)

 What specific themes does Kennedy Ryan explore throughout this

novel?

 How does Neevah Saint grow and change throughout the story? How

is her personality and confidence impacted as the story evolves?

 In what ways does this book hold a mirror to societal issues?

 If you were to ask Kennedy Ryan a question about the book, what

would it be?

Even though this book is classified as fiction, there is a lot that is

grounded in reality. Did anything surprise you?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

"There is so much inside of you. I’m
warning you now that I want it all."

DISCUSS

https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2021/02/us/little-known-black-history-figures/
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Filling:

6 medium tart baking apples (granny smith, honey crisp,
gala, etc.), peeled and sliced
½ c brown sugar
2 tsp cornstarch
1 lemon
½ tsp vanilla extract
1 tsp cinnamon
1 tsp ground nutmeg
Pinch of salt

Topping:

1 c flour
2 tsp baking powder
¼ tsp salt
½ c sugar
¾ c milk
6 tbsp melted butter
2 tsp vanilla extract

Apple Cobbler
"IT’S JUST COBBLER, RIGHT? I HAVE ENOUGH
WILLPOWER TO EAT DESSERT AND GET OUT OF
HERE WITHOUT ANYTHING HAPPENING.
DON’T I?"

Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Grease 9x13

baking dish and set aside.
 

In mixing bowl (large), combine apples, brown

sugar, cornstarch, juice from the lemon,

vanilla extract, cinnamon, nutmeg and salt.

Toss together and pour into baking dish.
 

In mixing bowl (medium), whisk dry ingredients

together - flour, baking powder, salt and

sugar together. Add wet ingredients – milk,

melted butter and vanilla extract. Whisk to

combine and pour over the filling.
 

Bake for 40-45 minutes until crust is golden

brown. Serve warm.
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Steep cup of black tea for five minutes.
Add 1 tbsp. honey. Stir until dissolved.
Add cucumber slices and soak for ten
minutes.  Place cucumber slices on
face. Let sit for ten to twenty minutes.
Remove and rinse face with warm
water. 

CUCUMBER & TEA FACE MASK

Melt 3/4 c cocoa butter and 1/4 c
coconut oil in a double boiler. Place in
freezer for 20 minutes until it solidifies
again. Add to stand mixer bowl or use
electric beater to blend for five minutes
until fluffy. Store in clean container.

WHIPPED BODY BUTTER

SELF-CARE
“You look at me the way your mom

looked at sunsets.”
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LEARN MORE

LEARN MORE

Blues Legacies and

Black Feminism:

Gertrude Ma Rainey,

Bessie Smith, and Billie

Holiday

by Barney Johnson and Terry
Trilling-Josephson

Cafe Society: The

Wrong Place for the

Right People

by Angela Y. Davis

Explore
If you're interested in exploring a few of the books

Kennedy Ryan read while researching her novel, here is a

list to get you started: 

CONT INUE THE JOURNEY

https://amzn.to/34H1fMp
https://amzn.to/3pahD1n
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LEARN MORE

LEARN MORE

by Billie Holiday

by Donald Bogle

Bright Boulevards, Bold

Dreams: The Story of Black

Hollywood

Lady Sings the Blues: The

50th-Anniversary Edition

with a Revised

Discography

We were not only the stars.
We were the night—the

dark sky without which no
star can shine.

https://amzn.to/34H1fMp
https://amzn.to/34D1fNl


PRINTABLE
Bookmarks



Music is an integral part of

Kennedy Ryan's writing process.

Listen to the songs that inspired

her when she created the

Hollywood Renaissance series

World and music that became the

backdrop for many of her scenes.

L I S T E N  O N  S P O T I F Y

The
Playlist

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5DpnWQArIxSgdhsO41fxhD?si=c500fbf9f5464d8c

