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How to Write a Pair of Poems: Dividing the Work Between

Water and Courage

The biggest risk in a pair of poems is telling the same event twice. The way to
divide the work: let the first poem stay in the water and the second leave the
surface. The core of the first is struggling in the water; the core of the second is
breaking through. Struggle writes fear and bodily reaction; breaking through writes

release and a shift of viewpoint. Only together do they make one complete growth.

The first poem runs ten to fourteen lines, ideally around thirteen. Open with two
lines that set the scene: the white of the pool water, a light glowing at the bottom.
Lines three and four record a body reaction, toes gripping the tile edge, cold
creeping up the soles. Lines five and six turn the outside world off, water covering
the ears leaves only a heartbeat. Lines seven and eight state one concrete
predicament: counting to seven and losing count, water flooding the nose on a breath.
Lines nine to eleven reach the peak of the struggle, hands grabbing only their own

shadow, a word in the throat too scared to shout. The last three lines close with a
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turn: the hand of the coach supporting the waist from behind, the first breath
exhaled into the water, bubbles speaking that word instead. Do not write being

rescued; write yourself breathing out.

The second poem keeps the same line count but slows the rhythm. Open on the
moment of breaking through: the head lifts out of the water and the light at the
bottom fades into a blur of white. Lines three and four catch the first sensation
after surfacing, water dripping from the chin back into the pool, each drop light.
Lines five and seven write the changed body, legs reaching the sandy bottom, knees
bending as if standing on cloud. Lines eight to eleven reverse the viewpoint: looking
up at the clock on the ceiling, it moves slower than a heartbeat, so quiet above the
water. The final two lines end on an action rather than a slogan: the water holds me

up, and I hold myself.

Stitch the pair with shared vocabulary. Pick two or three words — water, breath,
the pool edge — let the first poem use them as pressure and the second turn them
familiar. Water that swallowed sound becomes water that carries the body; a breath
that failed becomes a whole summer inhaled. Repeating words without repeating

meanings is what makes two poems one pair.

To avoid slogans, use the plain—speech test: rewrite each line as ordinary prose;
if a line turns into he became brave, that line is a slogan — delete it and replace
it with a visible action. After writing, read both poems aloud in order, tense first

then loose, twice; if the seam feels awkward, revise only the boundary lines.
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