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Bleeding Through: Threshold States in Terraplane, Spook Country, and “The Nostalgist” 

Liminal, or threshold states, are important elements in Cyberpunk fiction as they explore 

the possibilities that come from transitioning between worlds and what occurs in the space 

between realities, life and death, human and technology. The concept of liminality is centrally 

present in the Cyberpunk novels Terraplane by Jack Womack and Spook Country by William 

Gibson and Daniel H. Wilson’s short story, “The Nostalgist,” and can be interpreted differently 

in each text through symbols: doors, windows, and plugs. In Terraplane, the thresholds that are 

physically passed through to go from one plane of reality to another function as doors that lead to 

an alternate, temporally parallel reality. The image of an opaque door that can be opened and 

closed is significant in this novel because each world is unaware of the existence of the other, 

and the presence of this kind of threshold state provides a commentary on the inevitability of 

dystopia in the novel and the role of the uncanny in Cyberpunk fiction. In Spook Country, 

windows are the threshold between realities, virtual and actual, allowing one to almost bleed into 

the other visually through specialized hardware. These threshold states can be characterized as 

windows in this novel because although they are not always apparent visually, one is able to 

view a secret, virtual world that has been infiltrating the actual one, reflecting the paranoia of 

surveillance and encroaching technologies experienced throughout the novel as a result of the 

increased security measures following the terrorist attacks on 9/11. In “The Nostalgist,” the 

liminal space, instead of being passed through or looked through on the exterior of the body, is 
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internalized by an old man through his sensory hardware that alters not only how he perceives 

the world and his deformed, cyber-grandson, but transforms what he considers to be true in the 

world because he cannot bear the truth of reality without his plugged in hardware. Plugs function 

in this text symbolically as a means of bridging the gap between the technological and the 

organic, incorporating one into the other so that the person who is using the sensory hardware 

becomes the space where transition has the possibility of occurrence, forgoing the realities of 

humanity such as pain, loss, and trauma.  

When the Russian scientist Alekhine, who had been working on a device that would 

allow one to travel between parallel planes of reality, goes missing at the onset of Terraplane, his 

disappearance is immediately characterized as being peculiar by those searching for him, two 

large corporations with vast resources at their disposal, because he is no longer capable of being 

tracked with conventional GPS technology: “Either he has discovered way to jam signal, which 

no one else has ever done, or he has gone somewhere beyond our range, which is to say, no 

place” (Womack 36). As the Dryco corporation and its operatives tasked with finding the 

scientist do not know where he is located and are unaware that he may have traveled to an 

alternate world, the idea of Alekhine being located in a place that functions as a “no place” 

referenced to here introduces the possibility of liminality in the text. Alekhine should be able to 

be tracked with the technology that they utilize in the world in which they occupy, but as he is 

not, he therefore must be in some general place other than the world as they cannot specifically 

speculate, a liminal space, but are forced to acknowledge by his total absence from the known 

sphere of reality: “‘Dream Team finds living and dead,’ he said, stepping to his left as if to come 

behind us; we turned as he moved. ‘Is possible, perhaps, that he is neither?’” (48-49). This space, 

although unknown, is still able to be given a definition through its lack of definition, and it is 
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when the American operatives Luther Biggerstaff and Jake find Alekhine’s young female 

assistant, Oktobriana Osipova, that they are able to discover the nature of this liminal space and 

its ability to function as a door to an alternate world that could hold transformative properties or 

repercussions for their own. 

Oktobriana characterizes the space separating the two worlds, one known and the other 

previously unknown, as a dense, mesh fence that one is not able to see through, but has had an 

impact on the growth of one timeline and the stagnation of the other: “‘Visualize wide meadow 

with high mesh fence running down middle. Mesh in fence so fine that person standing on one 

side cannot see other side’s presence. Meadow same on both sides but perhaps fence’s shade 

causes slower growth on one half. Makes sense?’ ‘What occurs within the fenceline?’ 

‘Anything,’ she said. ‘We believed that it is an area of extreme flux. Passing but halfway through 

would probably be very hazardous’” (113). The idea of liminality introduced by the total 

disappearance of Alekhine is brought to fruition in the image of the nearly opaque fence, meant 

to keep the “coexistent sphere[s] of existence” separate from one another but, because of 

Alekhine’s ingenuity, is transformed into an image of a door that can be passed through, and as 

theoretically posited by Oktobriana, reentered at will (113). As these two worlds are defined by 

their separation and there exists an even greater distance between them within the threshold of 

the “fenceline,” the transformation of either world is only made possible through the crossing 

into one plane from the other, like Alekhine, rather than the two planes overlapping in existence. 

When Luther, Jake, and Oktobriana cross over into the parallel world, they notice many striking 

similarities to their own, although because these alternate worlds are characterized by the 

separation and lack of knowledge of one another, just because they appear similar does not mean 

that they are meant to be interacted with by the other, a theory that Oktobriana warns the others 
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of: “‘This world would seem to be following path similar to ours but we do not know for certain. 

We cannot foresee how actions here will cause hurtful changes affecting this world’s future.’ ‘Or 

helpful changes,’ I said. ‘That’s considered?’ ‘That was Sanya’s idealistic belief,’ she said. 

‘Before leaving second time he said in fact that he saw it as a solution, not problem. I disagree 

because we do not know what effect our actions have, and we should not have power to change 

such things’” (Womack 114).    

Ignoring the warnings of his young assistant, Alekhine travels across the fence, through 

the door to the other side in order to exploit the similarities between the two worlds, namely the 

figure of Joseph Stalin who is still alive in this alternate world that seems to be chronologically 

located in the 1930s although it is occurring in present time, rather than respecting that definition 

by separation can only lead to hazardous consequences when alterity is forced into the equation. 

By taking away one person from one world and reintroducing him into another, and an important 

historical figure at that, Alekhine alters both worlds that were not meant to interact let alone 

know of each other’s existence, and therefore exteriorizes the liminal space of possibility 

previously held within the fence as he transforms reality through his actions: “‘Meantime in this 

one,’ Jake said, ‘with Roosevelt exed, Churchill gone—’ ‘And Stalin removed from the scene,’ 

she concluded, ‘Hitler remains to act as he pleases. The possibilities are enormous. Sanya has 

committed crimes against humanity in both worlds’” (186). His interference in the natural 

progression of time alters it so that whatever future comes as a result of his actions, it will be a 

transformed future unfurling in a new, adjacent timeline and will have untold effects on whatever 

similarities between the two worlds previously existed: “‘Go back into time, kill Hitler at birth, 

let Spanish Armada win, prevent Rome’s fall.’ ‘Mischief making at best,’ she said. ‘Means of 

ultimate destruction at worst. But such is not and cannot be possible’” (48). Oktobriana tells 
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Luther that things can and do pass naturally between the worlds through “windows between 

worlds naturally occurring for short time, allowing accidental transferral,” but they are 

considered to be unexplainable phenomena that do not have a known origin or explanation (113). 

Alekhine’s actions, transforming the fence separating planes of reality into a door designed to be 

opened and shut at the will of an individual, are not motivated by the random occurrences of the 

universe, but by methodical and personal motivations that are explainable and disrupt the very 

nature of possibility occurring within the fence by limiting that possibility to the agenda of one 

scientist backed by a huge, Soviet corporation.  

By having these two parallel worlds presented as being separated by a threshold but 

eerily similar in the paths that they are following, one is able discuss the role of the uncanny in 

Terraplane and its implications to the Cyberpunk literary genre. Luther and the others meet a 

man named Norman Quarles, nicknamed Doc, who helps them once they’ve crossed over into 

his world, even though he is suspect of them from the onset. After learning more about them, 

Doc thinks that they are from a future that he assumes to be much better than the Depression-era 

America he currently lives in, but Luther discourages him by telling him that aside from 

advanced technology, the future is just as bleak, if not worse, in his world: “‘Your world is more 

similar to ours than guessed,’ [Luther] said. ‘We’re more accomplished at what we do. That’s 

all.’ ‘I’d think they’d have at least outlawed war by your time,’ [Doc] said” (151). Doc envisions 

the future as a bright place full of possibility and the promise of a better life without war and 

disease, like the models of the technological future of 1960 promise them, but the reality that 

both worlds are heading towards is not able to be so easily idealized. Even though one world is 

more technologically advanced than the other, many social problems are still  the same and the 

years of pollution and greedy corporations exploiting the consumers and the environment take 
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their toll on the world, regardless of how much they think they have bettered themselves: “The 

poison ocean rising higher each year, the thin air ashine with the sun’s cancerous rays, the earth 

sodden with the blood of the billions killed upon it. The sound of orphans at play in the littered, 

rotting streets, born alone to die alone. The love that lasts and lasts and then fades as you look 

on. There were too many miracles in [Luther’s] modern age” (152). The uncanny comes into 

play during Luther’s exchanges with Doc and his experience of this other dimension of reality 

because he recognizes the unsavory aspects of himself and the people back in his world in this 

new world all around him, visibly torn apart by poverty, crime, and social stratification. He 

knows that whatever future Doc’s contemporaries are promising him, it will inevitably be more 

similar to the futuristic dystopia that Luther experiences rather than not because of the 

inalienable traits of humanity that are not separated by the fence, and are not just similar but the 

same: “‘Let the future show as it comes,’ [Luther] said. ‘It always disappoints’” (137).  

Gibson’s Spook Country also employs the central element of liminality in its narrative, 

however instead of bridging the separation of spaces, the liminal space occurs when the virtual 

world encroaches upon the actual world through computer generated locative art that former 

rocker, now journalist Hollis Henry is tasked to write about for Node, a “technology magazine 

with a cultural twist” (Gibson 39). Using a piece of hardware like a visor connected to a laptop, 

Hollis is able to see the “virtual shrine[s]” of dead celebrities, l ike River Phoenix, by the artist 

Alberto Corrales that are located around Los Angeles but can only be seen when one knows 

where to look and has the necessary technological gear, functioning like a window into another 

world (23). The first time that Hollis is exposed to these rather striking art exhibits, she is taken 

aback by how realistically detailed the scene is and how it can be physically real in a space 

where people can walk through it, completely oblivious to its presence, unaware that just because 
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one cannot perceive the liminal space for what it is does not invalidate its existence and 

importance to those who know where to look: “Hollis approached the body. That wasn’t there. 

But was. Alberto was following her with the laptop, careful of the cable. She felt as if he were 

holding his breath. She was holding hers” (10). The newfound awareness of this secret, liminal 

space, of cyberspace “everting” before her eyes, affects Hollis not just in terms of her assignment 

for Node, but more importantly how she begins to regard both her surroundings and her situation 

as a free-lancer for a magazine she had never heard of before with a suspicious eye that questions 

the reality that she seems to be a part of (22). Alberto tells her that there is something different 

about the work he is doing in the liminal space that makes it seem almost possible for it to 

continue its existence without him: “‘The original only exists on the server, when I’m done, in 

virtual dimensions of depth, width, height. Sometimes I think that even if the server went down, 

and took my model with it, that that space would still exist, at least as a mathematical possibility, 

and that the space we live in…’ He frowned. ‘Yes?’ ‘Might work the same way’” (44). The 

space itself is where the possibility lies, in this sense, and the art is just obviously pointing it out, 

but the potential for cyberspace to coexist with the tangible world has always been there and will 

continue to do so after all of his servers have shut down.  

This propensity for suspicion is mirrored and amplified by the other characters in the 

novel, mainly the Cuban-Chinese free runner Tito who works for his family’s illicit operations 

and the pill-popping, hostage of a government employee Milgrim, who is forced to translate the 

messages being passed between Tito’s family regarding a secret shipping container that is being 

tracked by Brown, his captor. The liminal space of the convergence of virtual and actual realities 

leads Hollis to become critical of the world around her, and in the same way, Tito and Milgrim 

regard the world with a purely critical eye, never mistaking deliberate actions for coincidence or 
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information for knowledge. Their paranoia stems, like Hollis and the locative art, from the forces 

that they know to be unseen and not obvious, such as US government surveillance and tracking, 

unless they know to be on the lookout for them: “‘If you were to tell Carlito that you had seen 

the same van twice, or even the same woman,’ Alejandro told the steaming surface of his soup, 

‘he would send someone else. The protocol demands it’” (13). There is no such thing as 

coincidence in a world filled with tapped phones and undercover government agents, as Tito and 

Milgrim understand, and they apply caution and restraint to their actions as they regard the world 

through a veil of apophenia, or pattern recognition, where they are able to discriminate and make 

coherent sense of the multitudinous amounts of information being absorbed by them into what is 

worth knowing and what is inconsequential. The rise of government surveillance after the 

terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 were meant to be an improvement of security measures 

to help keep the population of citizens safe, however, being hypercritical and paranoid of one’s 

surroundings is a result of a distrust in “an increasing governmental stress on ‘security,’ by 

which was meant control,” as Tito had been taught by his family of illicit smugglers (13). These 

sentiments of distrust are emblematic of what the entire country is meant to have felt post-9/11 

attacks, as privacy is stripped away from the country without the direct knowledge of its citizens 

and the liminal space of surveillance and data storage and trafficking continues to expand, lying 

just beneath the surface of the “secure”, apparent one. The character of Milgrim functions as a 

representative figure for America taken hostage by the government for its safety, and although he 

obeys his federal captor, Brown, his awareness of his situation as a surveilled party and the 

desire to escape from it enables him to be hyperaware of his environment and critical of even 

chance encounters, like Tito, who is a part of the unseen world of crime and suspicion: “Now 

that he lived in the woodwork of Brown’s world of surveillance, seemingly random encounters 
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had become suspect. Had that been a real Spanish-speaking beauty, dropping off her office 

trousers for cleaning, or was she part of Brown’s team? Was it really an accident, that she’d left 

her phone? But what if it wasn’t?” (98). Milgrim’s awareness allows him to not be fooled by the 

information and anti-anxiety drugs (Rize) Brown feeds him to pacify him, but to see Brown and 

the government for what they are, out for control rather than security, and ultimately choose to 

forego them and take a chance out on his own now that he is able to read the signs of the world 

that he willingly resides in (324).  

The awareness of the liminal spaces in the visible world by the characters in Spook 

Country, heightened by paranoia, not only leads to distrust of the government, but also of 

manmade constructs such as borders, territories, and GPS gridlines as seen through the character 

of Bobby Chombo: “‘Bobby divides his place up into smaller squares, within the grid. He sees 

everything in terms of GPS gridlines, the world divided up that way. It is, of course, but…’ He 

frowned. ‘He won’t sleep in the same square twice. He crosses them off, never goes back to one 

where he’s slept before’” (42). The way Bobby, a talented geo-hacker who enables Alberto to 

construct his locative “virtual shrines,” views the world runs deeper than viewing it simply 

through the lens of suspicion that being privy to cyberspace and virtual reality has allowed him 

access to; Bobby is not just critical of the figures of authority and power in society, like the 

federal government, but is also critical of the things taken for granted by people who fail to 

realize that things like borders and territories don’t exist naturally, but were manmade. By 

refusing to sleep in the same space night after night, Bobby conforms to his own ideas of 

location and a flexible grid that has the transformative properties that the liminal space of “spook 

country,” a land where everyone both has the potential to be a spy and to be spied on, allows for 

(372). Questioning the security provisions and measures of an over-protective government, like 
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that of America following the attacks on 9/11, allows one to dereify the constructs imposed by 

the new regime of control as well as prior to the attacks, when other systems of regulation and 

power were meant to be accepted as the norm without question when in reality these manmade 

borders and grids are not impenetrable and can be transformed in the expansive liminal space in 

which they exist.  

 Daniel H. Wilson’s “The Nostalgist,” provides a final example of how liminal space 

functions within the Cyberpunk genre, as an internalized space permeated by love and trauma 

that has the ability to transform what one holds to be true in the world. The old man in the story 

wears several pieces of technology on his person, called “Eyes™” and “Ears™,” which 

completely alter how he sees and hears, and therefore interprets, the world which he knows that 

he cannot live in unless he has these apparatuses: “They were battered technological artifacts that 

captured sights and sounds and sanitized every visual and auditory experience. The old man 

sometimes wondered whether he could bear to live without these artifacts. He did not think so” 

(Wilson 363). His choice to do so is poignant because he has has lived in the world for a long 

time and has experienced its many ups and downs, and that he now wishes to “sanitize” the pain 

and ugliness from his reality is meaningful in that perhaps by seeing the world in a new way, his 

own experiences within that world can be improved as well. It is not only his own experience of 

the world that he values, but also that of his long-dead grandson who he put back together with 

parts of machines, giving him a monstrous appearance, but who retains the pure, unblemished 

memories of his life as a boy, mirroring the “beautiful…systematic flow of identical people” in 

the world that the old man can see through his “Eyes™” (364). When his sensory hardware 

begins to break down, he is desperate to replace them without being exposed to the reality of the 

world for too long, even going to a seedy part of town to get the parts, demonstrating that 
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although his reliance on the hardware seems to be a denial of the reality around him, his 

motivations appear to be more akin to fear and desperation rather than simply the desire for 

peace and conformity. More than anything, he does not wish to see or hear his mutilated 

grandson for what he really is, his “true” self, that will ruin the illusion that he has created for 

both himself and his grandson out of the apparent trauma that both of them experienced: “His 

failing Ears™ had let through some of the grating quality of the boy’s true voice, and it unsettled 

him” (364). The idea of truth or what is “true” is significant in this quotation because it implies 

that the attached, sensory hardware that alters the old man’s perception of the outside world 

functions transformatively, but not upon the boy or upon any other aspect of the world, but 

works within the old man. The outside space is being transformed through the sensory hardware, 

generating an interiorized liminal space where the transformation resides, not just influencing 

how the old man sees the world but what he believes to be true of the world: that his grandson is 

truly alive and just as beautiful as he appears to him. This is reinforced by the unblemished 

memories that the young boy possesses of himself, evidently as a result of him being part 

machine, that the liminal space can also exist within and provide the only transformative process 

needed in order to believe something to be true (369). 

 The idea of trauma producing a liminal space inside a person is touched upon briefly in 

Spook Country: “‘Alberto is concerned with history as internalized space,’ contributed Odile, 

from a little too close behind Hollis’s head. ‘He sees this internalized space emerge from trauma. 

Always, from trauma’” (Gibson 8). Many of his locative art installations, although not all having 

to do with death like his River Phoenix, do have some central pull around trauma tying a person 

to a place in a significant way that merits virtual documentation: the breaking up of The Curfew, 

a heart attack in what is now a Virgin records store, the death of pop culture figures. Shrines 
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erected to moments of some form of trauma or another that is able to generate its own space, 

calling on Alberto to memorialize the events that took place there and the people that were 

affected, the lives profoundly changed, virtual scarring. The old man’s trauma in “The 

Nostalgist” leads him to try to alter what had happened to the boy, to fix him, to erase the scars 

that were left behind with “sanitizing” goggles and ear buds; but even though he could minimize 

the effect that the trauma had upon the world, he was not able to completely eradicate it from 

himself, and that is what he is so afraid of as soon as his sensory headgear starts to degrade:  

“Each movement of the boy’s limbs generated a wheezing sigh of pneumatically driven gases. 

The boy reeked of a familiar oil and hot battery smell that the old man had not noticed in years” 

(367-368). He never really forgot how the boy looked, or sounded, or smelled, something that 

the old man had not tried to alter about himself, but instead as seen in this quote, had been able to 

just suppress his memories and “not noticed” the flaws in the boy’s voice that sounded like “the 

low, tortured croak of a rusty gate,” his “three-fingered hand,” (368) the “small, damaged 

machine” that was his grandson (370). While his sensory hardware does allow for the outside 

world to be transformed through it and into his internalized self, it is the trauma that the old man 

has experienced and retained like a scar that allowed for the possibility of transformation out of 

love for his grandson and the desire to make him feel as though his life is as true as the memories 

that he carries and that the old man carries of him: “The old man looked at the small, damaged 

machine with tired eyes full of love and sadness. When the thing spoke, the shocking hold 

opened in its cheek again and the old man heard the clear, piping voice of a long-dead little boy. 

‘I love you, Grandpa,’ it said. And those words were as true as sunlight” (370-371). 

 Liminal spaces in Cyberpunk fiction reveal many critical aspects of the literary genre, 

including the haunting presences of technology in society and somewhat prophetic nature of the 
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genre about an unavoidable future tied to technology out of necessity. Terraplane offers a 

commentary on the dangers of a dystopian future under mega corporations and mass-consumer 

culture, two things that are already very prevalent and almost integral to our society today, 

although greatly hyperbolized and stylized in the novel. Spook Country reminds the reader that 

one is always a part of a covert system of power, especially in America, and that to forego 

privacy for security, especially as technological innovations continue and it becomes easier to 

connect to the entire world, is to give into reifying, powerful forces that ought to be questioned 

instead of blindly and ultimately challenged with the authority of the individual. And finally, 

“The Nostalgist” offers insight into the transformative possibilities that trauma produces upon 

the psyche, and how sanitizing and white-washing the realities of the world does not change 

them, but one still has the power over the internalized self. All of these facets of the Cyberpunk 

genre are brought to the foreground through the central element of the liminal space and its 

transformative qualities, applied uniquely in each of the texts explored to serve their narrative 

purpose as images of doors, windows, and plugs, and demonstrates the many exciting 

possibilities that can occur when one is able to focus on the space between.  


