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Comfort: a cold 

floor to walk across barefoot and a bed on the roof where there is nothing else but the Mombasa sky and a 

prayer for a breeze. 

Distress however is particular about air. So, loosen your tie, crack a window open, stick your head out 

and take in the Swiss Alps. Breathe in that brand new 

kind of air that you memorized in your first science class as you learned your first things 

These are living things, these are 

non-living things and we are human beings Except you are not on the top of the world, you are here. Still, you 

would like to be reminded of a functioning world, with a place for you. Air with none of the car fumes that you 

watch pumping out of failing cars in the traffic jam that you sit through every morning, none of the cologne that 

hides your co-

Swishing, whooshing, and gushing. Crisp, clean, fresh air to break through the stagnant, dense crippling feeling 

that has you by the throat. 

Two is space, high ceilings for room and big windows to let the light in. Earthly hues with natural light 

that brings out the brown in her eyes on a date. Everything can be beautiful again under the sun. Whites and 

world. The air meanwhile; she vy, you can carry this 

the way your primary school teacher used to say as he 

insisted on the air conditioner for his pupils on exam day. There is space to pace, and move across the floor. 

The floor. A marble spotless floor that brings out the clicking of heels and the light speedy stomp of 

expensive shoes that belong to people with importance and purpose. People that come and go all day, needed, 

expected and missed. Now empty, save for you. If you take off your shoes it

Winning Entrant: Hadijjah Sebunya



Winning Entrant: Laura Franks

Submission Title: Design is rarely universal 

Prompt: 2. In no more than 500 words, explore what "comfort'' means to you. 

It is the small things that soothe me: precisely directed dry, cool air hitting sweat-slicked skin as I 

exhale in relief; the give of a good chair beneath me, its calculated curve against my back like a father's 

reassuring hand. There is as much comfort to be found in something planned as there is to be found in 

another. To design is to care; the steady hand creates order on paper, and calculates: Is this safe? Will this 

please them? 

(Specifications are to a designer what letters are to a lover.) 

But these days, when I step through a doorway, I wonder: is this building not only for me, but for 

others? 

I pause as I enter. Is there a ramp or lift, carefully placed for wheelchair-users? They deserve the 

simple convenience of a straightforward entry. Will they have to wind their way through a labyrinth, here 

and there and painful to navigate? 

I pause as I listen. Do sounds echo, multiply, ricochet, crash like ocean waves? I loved someone 

once who wore hearing aids, and they were never at ease in an open concrete space, unable to discern 

one conversation from another. Would they be able to hear me here? 

I pause as I observe. Are there marked, textural changes on the floor for those relying on a cane? 

Are the logical pathways from one place to another obvious, whether through design or bright colours? If 

I were to stop in front of a sign - eyes closed, hand reaching out - would I feel braille beneath my 

fingertips? 

(Equality is not equity, and design is rarely universal.) 

My thoughts go deeper as I walk on man-made materials laid on a land that does not belong to 

most of the people walking it. A problem without a straightforward solution - one that will likely plague 

this country well into my twilight years. But here, and now, there must surely be something. A platform 
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When I began considering what comfort means to me, it led me to reflect on how all living organisms possess 

the magical, innate ability to strive for homeostasis. By definition, homeostasis is the state of internal balance 

and stability, a state that permits an organism to achieve its optimal functioning. When our sympathetic nervous 

systems are activated due to a perceived stressful event, our body departs from this internal state of homeostasis. 

Following this, the parasympathetic nervous system is responsible for undoing all that work done by the 

sympathetic nervous system and bringing our body back to its optimal state of homeostasis. 

This reflection got me thinking, could we take what we know about internal homeostasis and the innate 

processes that our parasympathetic nervous systems perform to achieve this state to help inform the design and 

construction of external physical spaces?  

How would homeostasis be represented as a physical space?  

What would this space look like? What would this space sound like? What would this space feel like?  

To design a space that takes into consideration our conception of homeostasis, we would need to specifically 

target the sensory stimuli that it sends out to its attendants. We would need to consider how the sensory 

through activation of the parasympathetic system.  

A space like this would be minimal and bare in its experience of sensory stimuli, as anything other than minimal 

could potentially trigger a stress response and in turn taking the body away from its optimal state of 

homeostasis. A place that elicits inner any sudden or loud noises, a place 

with minimal sound echo, a place with a mildly cool temperature, a place lacking any machine operating 

background noises, a place free from bright, flashing or jarring lights, a place with no intrusions of unwanted 

touch or movement on the surface of our skin.  

Reflecting on our knowledge of how the internal state of homeostasis is achieved within us, particularly through 

the mechanisms performed by the parasympathetic nervous system, would substantially aid in the design and 

construction of an externally comforting space.  

Winning Entrant: Alannah Lucy Capogreco



Shortlisted Entrant: Isaac Laker

Submission Title: The Calm of the City 

Prompt: 1. Think of a time you were distressed, and in no more than 500 words describe the ideal 
space that could have supported you to feel comfort again. Your response could be derived from a real 
space or a completely imagined space. 

When I woke, I still felt deeply despondent and alone. It was early in the summer's evening, when the 

sun was hanging low in the sky and the city of Paris was as baked as it would ever get. It was my first 

time travelling overseas alone, and I had just been to a festival of the type I had never been to before: 

one that started at midnight and ended well after sunrise. 

It was also the first time that I had ever tried MDMA. 

I hadn't planned on taking it, it was just offered to me and I impulsively complied, everything else was 

new, so why stop? But what was supposed to flood my nervous system with serotonin instead 

seemed to expose that my reservoir had largely run dry. 

When I woke and felt despairing and alone, I went out into the living room of the apartment in which I 

was staying and threw open the shutter doors to the balcony, which was more a tall window with an 

iron railing. I've heard modern balconies being considered superior to the quasi-balconies of the 

pre-20th century European apartments, and I strongly disagree. The modern balcony is a large plane 

that projects the private dwelling into the airspace above the street, but the Juliet balcony does the 

opposite, projecting the street-scape into the home. I sat watching the slow passages of bicycles and 

cars and listened to the warble of the odd siren reverberate through the canyons of Parisian 

apartments. I felt enveloped in the life of the city--living alongside, and not in isolation--while still 

being in my own space. As the light faded and blued, the soft warm yellows of each apartment began 

asserting themselves. In one apartment, I witnessed a party slowly taking form as people filtered in 

one or two at a time, in another, a couple just quietly made dinner like any other night. No one had 

their blinds closed and yet they knew that they were visible. This arrangement felt private but open, 
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Shortlisted Entrant: Helen Qin

Submission Title: Familiar World

Prompt: 2. In no more than 500 words, explore what "comfort'' means to you. 

Comfort is the familiar, where I can navigate with eyes closed, 

The place I bring my muddled thoughts and all I've not disclosed. 

The burgundy door with chipping paint unveiling its natural grain, 

Softened by the many knocks that have graced its textured vein. 

It opens to sweet homecooked scents that unclog my anxious mind, 

White walls that hear and bear the weight of a psyche misaligned. 

Worn-in slippers await my feet to pace the hardwood floors, 

Winding stairs unveil my safe haven to heal behind closed doors. 

Comfort is a loving smile from the people who know me best, 

No words need said for the one who has returned to the cosy nest 

A wet button nose and soft warm tongue tickles me to say hello, 

She sprinkles me in short, snowy white fur as my smile begins to grow. 

Free to be my unabashed self away from the world's peering eyes, 

I scrub myself clean ofmy well-painted face and strip ofmy disguise. 

Beneath the hot stream shoulders unknot as worries circle the drain, 

No care for how I adorn myself in this paradise of my reign. 

Comfort is a handmade meal from the ones who love me the most, 

A steaming bowl that warms my soul of flavours none can boast. 

Slow cooked lamb in soy and spice diced into delectable bites, 

Umami broth drenches the noodles I slurp to my heart's delights. 

1 





My mind is loud. 

The sunrise screams me awake with the bright colour and abrasive light. Its cold and unforgiving on 

my pale skin, waiting for a train in the frosty morning air. The train rattles in, and my mind enters its 

first hostile attack of the day. What if someone attacks me? What if there is someone with a gun? A 

bomb? What if I get mugged, or raped, or kidnapped?  

What if? What if? What if? 

My body might look calm but my mind is racing. Everyone in my immediate surroundings are logged 

in my mind. The exits and help buttons are carefully canvased, knowing how to escape if the what if

became a this is happening .  

Nothing happens. 

Walking to class, and the wind is biting my face. The noise of people talking and laughing in groups 

has me shrinking my body down, trying to sink right into the cobblestone walkway. Are they looking at 

me? Does my hair look okay? Are they judging my outfit? Did they see me stumble before? 

Are they? Are they? Are they? 

I get to class, and my heart is still pounding. The shame I feel has warmed my skin, but the fear still 

bites my bones.  

The train is busy on the way home. I distract myself with the whimsy of social media. But it simply 

places a Band-Aid on a bullet wound. Why am I not that skinny? Why  people care about climate 

change? Why is school funding getting cut? Why do people vote for monsters? Why did we doom 

ourselves to tyranny and hatred and fear and destruction? 

Why? Why? Why? 

Shortlisted Entrant: Jacinta McLennan



I ask these questions to a faithless god who has no answers. The pressure building in my chest is 

drowning me slowly from the inside. I breathe deep, trying to quell the panic inside me. I close my 

phone and my eyes. I pray that I am home soon. 

I am. And so is He. 

He, with the eyes like whiskey and the laugh like molasses. He, with the sweet words and soft, deep 

mumbling that breathes air back into my lungs when I simply cannot. 

He is my peace, my rock, my comfort. 

He brings me a glass of wine and tells me what he did in class today. We laugh at a bad joke. He 

listens, intently, as I tell him what the class discussed around me. We talk and talk about everything 

we can. Even the things that frightened me, that make my mind scream, he kisses me gently and tells 

me I am okay.  

I love you. 

We laugh and play and forget about the world as we wrap ourselves in  embrace. We turn 

and tumble and all I can think about is him. I lay on his chest, the sound of his heart beating reminding 

me that we are alive, and that is all that matters for now.  

My mind is loud. But with him, it is quiet. 



Shortlisted Entrant: Catriona Nguyen-Robertson 

Submission Title: A letter to you 

Prompt: 2. In no more than 500 words, explore what "comfort" means to you. 

You were here. 

And then you were gone. 

Changed. 

Yesterday you were the pink glow on the horizon. 

Waves stretched out endlessly towards the rising, red ball in the sky. 

The sand moved beneath my feet as I ran, 

With each step forward, the soft sand seemed to push back. 

Once the sun was higher in the sky, I would run full pelt into the waters. 

Numbness would set in as their iciness took hold, 

My heat quickly dissipated. 

Just as you did. 

You were the blades of grass that tickled my skin as I lay on the lawn, 

The eucalyptus aroma after a bout of rain. 

The clouds dancing across the sky. 

You were the laughter, the music from speakers, 

The food laid out on a picnic rug, 

The people surrounding me, 

The blowing of candles to celebrate another year of life. 

You were the breeze in my face as I cycled. 

When roads were clear, nothing else mattered. 

You were the pattering of hot water on my head, 

Running down my back as I rinsed the sweat off. 
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Shortlisted Entrant: Madalena Russo

Submission Title: What does "comfort" mean to me? 

Prompt: 2. In no more than 500 words, explore what "comfort'' means to you. 

Comfort is familiarity. 

It is a place, a feeling, that means you are home. 

Where your mind settles and you can hear your thoughts come at a reasonable pace, not bombarding 

you. 

Comfort is safety. 

Safety from the fear of the unknown that comes every time you step outside. 

It is the feeling that you are protected, wrapped in an emotional bubble or blanket, that keeps you 

warm and stops intruders. 

Comfort is like a cuddle. 

It is a warm hug to bring you reassurance. 

The gentle pressure around you, calming you, an embrace from which you do not want to pull away. 

Comfort is a retreat. 

I place to withdraw back to when things are too hard. 

When things are too loud, too tiring, too overwhelming. When everything is just ... too much. 

Comfort is ... seductive. 

It is alluring ... and tempting ... and paralysing. 

It is the feeling of being under shelter, not wanting to know what might happen if you were to leave. 

Comfort is dangerous. 

It is the warm macaroni and cheese that you wish you could eat every day. 

The addictive thing you want to eat, and do, and feel, all the time ... but you probably shouldn't. 

Comfort is contradictory. 

Both settling, and unsettling. Its presence both and help and a hinderance. 

Too much, and it is no longer valuable. Too little, and it becomes invaluable, and unrecognisable. 





Shortlisted Entrant: Tinotenda Manyumbu

Submission Title: Comfort 

Prompt: 2. In no more than 500 words, explore what "comfort'' means to you. 

COMFORT 

Comfort is where I go when I kill the noise 

What I achieve when I forget the expectations and allow myself to breathe 

It is a destination but also a state of mind 

A destination that is deep inside you 

A state of mind that can be achieved in the absence of calamity 

Or in the midst of calamity if the silence within is louder than the chaos without 

Comfort is coming to terms with pain 

And believing in the possibility of healing 

Holding on to the chance of finding peace 

And allowing yourself to feel 

Comfort is what keeps me from capsizing when the waters rise 

And anchors me to hope 

It keeps the possibility of better days alive 

When all else is dim 

Comfort's gentle glow gives life meaning 

Or illuminates it 

And shows you that there's still life beyond the grief 

Even when all is blue 

It assures you of brighter days 

It steers you on 

It is an island in the middle of a stormy sea 

And an oasis in the desert 

That tiny drop of light during a winter night 

Comfort is that inner peace that gently whispers 

"Hush" 

When everything else sounds like a noisy gong 

A silent place in the noise 

It is solitude in a crowded place 

A cool breeze in the heat of life 

Though it does not change the reality that is pain 
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