INTRODUCTION
By Stephen Scott Whitaker
“Truth, a dominatrix/asserting love is all...” W.M. Rivera writes in “Prelude,” one of the opening poems in the book you are holding. Truth can be pleasurable, and painful all at the same time, like love and sex. This exploration of truth and love as double edged sword runs through Cafe Select. Rivera’s poems are lusty gems, there’s a fighting spirit, and a wise one at work in these poems, sometimes wrestling with itself, other times wrestling with the great spiritual chink in our armor, other people and their influence upon us.
Rivera kinks it up in Cafe, and I’m not just talking about sado-masochistic sex, or a lusty young couple in heat, the lines of these poems screw into each other creating a dense tough lyricism that is coupled with gritty reality:
these ‘sperm on the wing.’ Most won’t make it.
Some end up in luxuriating in Rimbaud’s bathtub boat on a pond in Tuileries Gardens. Some labor
growing pains on death-row’s dry concrete.
In suburbia most land on fertile ground.
Even the run-amucks multiply in manicured cracks.
Rivera’s describing dandelions seeding into air in “Manicured Cracks,” how most won’t make it, that the seeds of the weed, the most iconic of spring youth images, faces a fate like all of us. They might live on to flower again, or they won’t. As human counterparts, many of us will die along the way, and often the worst of us, the weeds, thrive. What I like is the music in Rivera’s poems. The alliterative urge, the hard consonant sounds, very much like later Seamus Heaney, acting like sharp edges to confine and crib the lines and feet.
Poetry and art are created by privilege, and these poems are unabashed at their modernist raiment made possible by a privileged life. Paris is both the geographical and figurative heart of the book. Paris, the literal city, and Paris the epitome of cul- ture. Rivera is at home on both fronts, and relies on music to drive his poetry for- ward; the imagery, well that’s extra sauce for the pudding, and whether he’s referring to the city of lights, to art in a gallery, or to ancient Occidental poem, it doesn’t matter. For Rivera their origins are the same. The urge to create, to be re- born.
In many of these poems, Rivera explores the passive rot of suburban life, the al- most sadistic impulses to live a passive life, to view other lives unfolding in pain. Our modern world demands that we watch. Our TV remotes and mobile elec- tronic devices demand our attention. And the opposing forces of light and cre- ation? Too often left to the side.
We are transitory beings, Rivera knows, and though we play pretend at all sorts of notions, the one constant in life is the novelty of love. A gorgeous face in the crowd, a quiet cafe on the corner, a woman’s clothes hugging her curves, these matter. And art matters, too. And Rivera explores art of all kinds, paying homage to Rimbaud, and even Baudelaire, the painter Miguel Conde, among others. To fight valiantly against boredom, and rot, by wielding art and in love can lead to one’s rebirth. And Rivera is not just speaking of the contemporary impulse, he’s exploring the history of making a life out of art, the choice of making a life out of making art. Is there a better way to while away the hours? Making art and con- suming art is as valid and as important as laying brick, and quite fun, too. Read- ing Rivera, one can sense the smile as he writes. He’s having a blast.
Café Select is as much about love as anything else, and sex, and desire’s ageless- ness. This “itch” defines our desires, a woman’s backside as she walks away, an undergrad’s décolletage peeking out of a sweater. Desire, after all, is one way to pass time, and as transformative as art, and as fleeting as a gallery walk. Love can make anyone a fool. It’s the oldest trope, our need to fall in love, our hungry desire, our private lusts; perhaps the loudest noise of all.
Rivera’s poems tease us, not in a mischievous way either, but in an honest, earnest way, as if he is saying, what do I know of our “diminishment?” He is, like us dear reader, willing to wonder if age and loss illuminate our spirit, our inner lives. “Why else invent these reveries?” Like a painter, Rivera captures hundreds of details in a chaotic busy scene and renders the busy and chaotic scene serenely, effortlessly, a work that somehow appears to us not as many scenes, but as one large cohesive glimpse at humanity.
Rivera’s poems rattle the senses. His poems compose order from chaos, and his eye is ever looking. With a Romantic’s ear for lyricism Rivera’s poems explore mankind’s highs and lows, our lust for beauty, and the folly of love.



