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The Color of My Coffee is a thought-provoking exploration of community and cultural shifts in the late 1960s.

The Color of My Coffee: The Story of a White Boy and a Black Man by R. P. Heinz is a compelling snapshot of life in 
late-1960s Southern California.

Steven Reilly, who turns sixteen in 1966, has a lot on his plate. Living with a mentally ill mother and an absent, 
apathetic father, young Steven is forced to work for a living, his family having gone broke a few years before. Helping 
his brother run a car detailing business proves to be unrewarding and exhausting, but pays the bills nonetheless.

When Steven’s brother joins the air force as a means to avoid infantry work in Vietnam, Steven is left to run the 
business himself. A quickly growing and offbeat set of employees soon joins him, providing insight into many different 
walks of life.

One of these distinct characters, Herb, becomes a mentor to Steven. The two discuss everything from music to 
women to adulthood, each talk serving as some kind of lesson for the teenager. It doesn’t take long, however, for 
Steven to see the adversity that Herb faces as one of the few black men in town.

This discrimination, paired with Herb’s unfortunate gambling addiction, threatens to collapse the successful business 
the two have grown. Will they manage to overcome adversity and escape with their lives, or do powerful entities have 
different plans?

This accessible story moves at a steady, quick pace. Steven narrates, providing insights into the thought processes of 
a young man introduced to diversity and strife for the first time.

Intriguing, dynamic characters all serve an innate purpose in the text. Characters from the deeply Southern Herb to 
entertaining and hardworking Speedy to a strange, kind high-school student, Jack, represent a wide variety of 
thoughts, opinions, and walks of life. These stark contrasts, paired with the tumultuous nature of the period, keep the 
text interesting, aptly illustrating the ways in which small-town America was impacted by larger cultural and societal 
events.

Race and cultural differences among the characters are explored candidly, delving into the struggles faced by black 
men in a seemingly progressive state. Steven often notices and comments on condescending or belittling attitudes 
that Herb meets with, which are otherwise often brushed off as “how the world works.” Though bleak, the example of 
people conceding to the majority opinion is powerful and pertinent, demonstrating the constant adversity that black 
men face and the ways in which they cope.

At times the characterization of black and poor characters can be too heavy-handed, distracting from the strength of 
the underlying message. Steven’s ruminations can also read as condescending and saccharine.
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The Color of My Coffee is a thought-provoking exploration of community and cultural shifts in the late 1960s.

AMANDA ADAMS (October 12, 2017)
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