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Filling the Void: Love, Desire, and Absence in Terraplane and The Gernsback Continuum 

 Jack Womack’s novel Terraplane relates the search for the Russian scientist Alekhine by 

hired Americans Luther Biggerstaff, recently retired from the military, and Jake, a stony-faced 

mercenary, as they are propelled across time and space to recover a man whose influence is 

continually felt throughout the novel but whose physical presence perpetually eludes them. The 

absence of Doctor Alekhine has the most pronounced effect on his young female assistant, 

Oktobriana Osipova. She is left with an inevitable void at the physical loss of her lover who, she 

notes in a conversation with Luther, had already left her in spirit before the scientific project they 

were working on had even been completed (Womack 148). It is in this physical want of a lover 

that Womack invokes the Cyberpunk fictional device of absence as a mode of presence in the 

substitutive figure of Jake for Oktobriana as a love interest. He is physically present but 

emotionally reserved, or absent, as a result of serving as the bodily manifestation of Alekhine’s 

absence. William Gibson’s first published short story entitled The Gernsback Continuum relates 

how the American architecture of the 1930s and 40s was considered to be stylistically 

emblematic of the future. While the future of the 1980s was not like it was predicted, the 

idealized future envisioned in mass consciousness of the early 20th century generated a future-

that-never-was that is tapped into through a series of visions by the protagonist, a photographer. 

Alekhine’s absence in Terraplane functions similarly to the “80’s -that-wasn’t” in The 

Gernsback Continuum in that both demonstrate how desire to fulfill a lack in one’s life can lead 

to seeing things that are not really there, the projection of one’s own subconscious desires, and 



Céspedes 2 

 

how existence and the possibility of existence that never was are ultimately unable to coexist in 

the same plane of reality (Gibson 9). 

Oktobriana’s sudden, unbridled affection for Jake is suspect from the onset of their 

relationship, especially as he and Luther kidnap her as a means of aiding their search for Doctor 

Alekhine, and Luther comments on how her actions seem to be motivated by something more 

than mere sexual attraction: “Firstsight lust was common enough, yet what unwound before me 

seemed a more complex phenomenon, one of rarest sort; like star’s visible birth, or seeing a 

picture fall, unaided, from a wall. That she chose to shed suspicion so easily—if she had 

choice—I accepted as good fortune. Jake, as ever, seemed dubious. She stroked his hair as if to 

test his existence; he jerked back” (Womack 53). Jake’s natural state as an effective hit man is 

one of constant paranoia, preventing him from displaying the intimacy demanded by 

Oktobriana’s advances (46). While he is not yet fully aware that he is being positioned as her 

substitutive lover for Alekhine, Jake’s natural propensity for distrusting others, especially 

strangers, tells him to keep up the barriers that he has placed around himself so as to avoid the 

trauma of the heart, or “the wrong kind” of “hurt” for a hired gun (150). Oktobriana sees Jake as 

a figural representation of Alekhine because her seeing is fueled by desire to replace her past 

lover, and that desire allows her the transformative capability to see what she wants to see: 

“Oktobriana’s look fixed Jake without letup; her gaze held fear, fear that if her eyes shut again 

but once, upon reopening she would look upon nothing but an absence, a loved one gone, 

nevermore seen, stealing away all in the flight” (Womack 98).  

Jake’s predisposition for emotional reservation predates his first encounter with 

Alekhine’s assistant, but he is both explicitly and implicitly characterized as a figure of absence, 

like Alekhine, through his interactions with Oktobriana who is unable to physically connect with 
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him and assure his state of presence. By “jerk[ing] back” as she attempts to “test his existence” 

through physical touch, Jake’s characteristic paranoia takes on a different meaning for 

Oktobriana because she is unfamiliar with his character traits having only just met him (53). 

Pulling away from her, she is reminded of how Doctor Alekhine pulled away from her 

emotionally before he disappeared while working on one of his projects, and she imbues Jake 

with that image of Alekhine as the emotionally absent lover: “When she pressed close, he pulled 

away; when she wrapped round, he unbound. She slipped and rolled, dove undersheet, rubbed 

and nuzzled; clung to his shoulders as if her hold on him were all that kept her from sinking. Her 

energy astonished; still, she drew no reaction. Throughout all Jake remained still, as if to move 

would be his end. She must have felt to be loving the dead” (107). Even as Jake resists her 

affections, Oktobriana is not deterred because of the void inside of her heart that aches to be 

filled; even when forced to feel that she is “loving the dead,” or the withholding figure of Jake, 

she is still desperate to feel a presence, even a dead one, that can hope to fill the space of the 

idealized love that she has lost. In her eyes, Jake is the replacement for her lover Alekhine, 

whereas upon Jake’s discovery of the romantic nature of Oktobriana’s relationship to Alekhine 

later in the novel (148), Jake sees the absent figure of Alekhine as the invisible barrier between 

him and Oktobriana, preventing her from loving him for who he is and not who she wants him to 

be. This also precludes the possibility of Oktobriana’s love being returned by Jake, whose real 

affections manifest as Terraplane progresses, because there will always be some form of absence 

infecting their relationship, making it wholly inviable. 

As Jake begins to feel more strongly for Oktobriana, despite his best efforts at self-

control, he breaks his calm, collected façade and makes his reservations explicitly known to 

Luther as directly correlating to Oktobriana’s past relationship with Alekhine: “‘She tears my 
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dreams apart,’ he said at last. ‘It’s not me she sees, Luther. It’s whatsisname on the backbound. 

The Big Boy. A deliveryman could have served as such an object—’” (150). The word “object” 

conveys Jake’s knowledge that he is being used as a placeholder for some other entity, a 

representation of something devoid of substance, a figure of absence. He is the “great stone man” 

to Oktobriana, the perfect distraction for the pain of loss she feels inside of her, when in reality 

that characteristic stony appearance of Jake’s is subject to cracking and crumbling under the 

weight of emotions (148). He is not an impervious symbol, as Oktobriana wishes him to be to 

avoid the hurt she experienced before as a result of loss, but a human being who can be there for 

Oktobriana where Alekhine had previously fallen short.  

The nature of a relationship permeated by the figure of absence is seen to be ultimately 

futile, as Jake is able to embrace Oktobriana physically and emotionally only once she has died 

of a disease contracted from another simultaneously occurring plane of reality, a strangely 

uncanny version of America in the 1930s, that the characters are forced into in their search for 

Doctor Alekhine. His emotions do not manifest themselves on his face, but in his passionate 

embrace of Oktobriana’s body that he refuses to let go of now that he is actually holding her: 

“Unresponding, he slowly pulled himself upright, staring into her stillness, clutching her without 

cease, looking in wonder as if realizing what was lost. His face showed no more than it ever did” 

(219). Jake is no longer figured as the sole symbol of absence, but it is as if one barrier has been 

lifted only to be replaced by another, more permanent absence: death. As he and Luther are about 

to travel back to their world at the end of the novel, Jake realizes that the only place that he and 

Oktobriana can be together, with neither one absent while the other is present, is in the barrier 

itself, the space that constantly sought to divide them from one another. As they travel through a 

portal generated by Tesla coils in a Terraplane model car, Jake, still clutching the body of his 



Céspedes 5 

 

love, leaves the vehicle mid transport, entering the “fence” between planes of existence of what 

could never be in either world so that he can be with Oktobriana at last in a space that they can 

both occupy, neither absence nor presence, the no-world where they can either exist or not exist, 

but doing so together (223).  

 Absence as a mode of presence in Gibson’s The Gernsback Continuum functions 

analogously to the device in Womack’s Terraplane in that the protagonist’s seeing semiotic 

ghosts, or images of things that are not there in actuality, is fueled by his desire to photograph 

images of the “futuristic” past: “‘People see these things. Nothing’s there, but people see them 

anyway. Because they need to, probably’” (Gibson 6). In photographing images of old 1930s and 

1940s architecture designed to appear futuristic, he is able to recognize the physical absence of 

the future that these buildings were created for in his present plane of existence of the 1980s and 

not just imagines, but actually visualizes that idealized, streamlined future of the 1980s existing 

in another plane adjacent to his own. He is able to tap into these visions, or “semiotic ghosts,” 

because “‘semiotic phantoms [are] bits of deep cultural imagery that have split off and taken on a 

life of their own,’” meaning that as they are a part of cultural history, they were a part of the 

mass unconscious desire at a point in time (7); the projections of unconscious desires have the 

possibility to become reality as these semiotic ghosts: “‘They were trying to give the public what 

it wanted. What the public wanted was the future’” (4). This existence that would never be is 

akin to the absence of requited love between Oktobriana and Jake in Terraplane that could not 

come to fruition on their plane of existence because of the figure of Alekhine functioning as an 

unseen barrier between them. They, like the “80’s-that-wasn’t,” are forced to be in the space 

between existing worlds because they could not coexist on the same plane without suffering a 

deep sense of absence.  
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 However unlike the two lovelorn characters in Terraplane, the protagonist in The 

Gernsback Continuum finds only one solution for his deep-seated desire and pain for a future 

that never would be: instead of giving himself over to the idealized fantasy, to live within mass 

unconscious memory, he has to envelop himself in the harsh realities of the present, “porn,” 

“game shows and soaps,” and war crimes on the news, to be able to reject, or “exorcise,” the 

semiotic ghost from his soul to be dismissed as simply absence without respite (10). He has to 

ground himself firmly in the reality of the present, as atrocious as it appears, because its 

substantiality is ultimately more appealing than the unknown possibilities of a utopian future that 

belongs firmly in the past.  
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