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Look up.

At first, we looked. And this is how we learned.  It was a collective thing, that’s 
why it was special. We knew that, at the same time, elsewhere in the world, that 
another person was looking, looking yes, and deciding. They were deciding who 
they wanted to be too. And we brought what we saw out into the world, day after 
day, year after year. The late twentieth century was when I learned to look. In my 
town, as a child, there were no windows, no windows to look in. There was no 
danger, no desire. There was: rudimentary days filled with a normal pleasantness. 
There were small amounts of conspicuous poverty, very little luxury. I saw my 
first hoover in a window display. A timid mannequin holding the machine, leaning 
forward, focused on an invisible carpet. The amazing thing was I could look. I 
could even stare. You couldn’t stare at the people on the trains, the buses, the 
odd and lonely people in my town, but that’s what these women-mannequin 
were for. Before I thought about clothes, before they moved beyond the merely 
functional, I looked at the appliances, the furniture. The enormous couches, the 
standing lamps that gave off beams of light, the trivial, light touches that let you 
know a family lived there, and they were living well. These windows taught us 
that there were families living differently to our own. The windows ignited a want 
in us, and that want couldn’t be extinguished easily. As I got older the figures 
in the windows told me what clothes I wanted, what jewellery and shoes. I took 
menacing escalators up and down department stores that felt like art galleries: 
full of beauty and wealth. We found the department stores through the window 
displays, our faces pressed to the glass as if they could illuminate something 
about ourselves, as if the goods on display could fill some chasm that had grown 
within us. Our expressions ranged from puzzled to sorrowful to greedy. Our faces 
were smushed to the glass and we were shown everything we didn’t have, and 
everything we could have if we wanted it badly enough. The end of the century 
arrived, the Millennium, and we thought the window displays would be the first 
to go, in the fear, in the collapse of civilisation. In a riot, in desperation, it’s the 
glass of window displays that is always destroyed: making a statement, making a 
commitment but also people wanting what they’ve been shown every single day. 
Glass smashing, disorientated people wandering through the streets armed with 
goods they had no memory of taking. 
       But then—nothing happened. 
       We all just got up the next day and talked normally. It was the twenty-first 
century. Our pockets were still full of loose change, our window displays were 
still full of clutter. We were told we were about to have a nice time. If we were 
good, we would have a very nice time. The window displays reflected this—gaudy, 
hysterical, the mannequins themselves slightly manic as if they were on their 
way to a party they had long been anticipating. And was it a mistake to say the 
mannequins had become haughtier, hostile to our gazes? Wasn’t there a certain 
snobbishness to them? They were now dressed in labels, labels that worked like 

flags, waving their price and importance. It was hard to find a window display that 
wasn’t extremely ugly. At Christmas you had to walk for miles to find a display for 
children—a Santa, or a sweet elf—because the adults had decided that Christmas 
was theirs, and theirs alone. Even the mannequins had begun to look stressed. 
They were carrying too much, the weight of all these expectations, this period of 
prosperity. We never had money and we were awestruck by it. We were reckless, 
but we were unimaginative too. We didn’t see the end coming until the window 
displays were sober, muted. What was left to want now everything had been 
revealed? We didn’t stop and look, we denied ourselves even that. Well, we were 
embarrassed. 
         What came later made that time look innocent. 
         Empty shops, empty displays, as if everyone had gotten in a ship and simply 
sailed away. What could you dress the mannequins in? Black, ill-fitting, formless 
garments, barely clothes, that let you know our minds were on higher things. 
Grief had settled over everything like a fine dust. The pleasure of the street, the 
pleasure of looking, was now disappearing. Newspapers triumphantly told us: 
it’s gone. But what if it was not gone, but replaced? What if we used our newly 
empty window displays to reflect our intense feelings back at us, and we trained 
ourselves to want something new, something vastly different. Put a display in the 
window that would cause someone to stop—the tap-tap of their determined feet 
becoming a shuffle—as they slowed down to look and look and want. 


