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THIS IS HOW SHE ANNOUNCED HERSELF:

On March 2, 2003 at 4:12 pm,
| disappeared. My name is
isabella v., but it’s not. I'm
twentysomething and | am
an international fugitive. [

By that time, she said, she’d been on the run for a couple of
weeks. The war in Iraq had just started and she was lonely.
Maybe it was stupid to start a Web log, but that was better
than the temptation to pick up the phone and call somebody
from her old world. In return, | suppose | have to keep you en-
tertained. Keep you reading. That’s the bargain. Keep your
watchful eye on me—so that you might notice if | vanish sud-
denly. So that you might ask the questions that would save me.

This appeared on BlogSpot, a pioneer in the online-diary
form with a clever format that includes a hyperlink for read-
er responses. Eight people responded to that first cryptic post,
ranging from sarcastic (“Saddam! Is this really you!”) to lit
crit: “The writing’s a bit too Palahniuk—a little too obvious
about trying to sound dramatic and cool.”

But Isabella pressed on with another installment. “My fam-
ily is an alarmingly influential pillar of a small European coun-
try,” she began, drawing a family portrait that mixed Mas-
terpiece Theatre with The Godfather. “Seventeen genera-
tions of fiscal conservatism. Seventeen generations of dynastic
preservation and succession machinations. Seventeen genera-
tions of wealth accumulation. Seventeen generations of primo-
geniture. Seventeen generations of sinister momentum.”

Tt was heady stuff. “Is my father a mobster? No. Not in the
conventional sense. Has my father had men killed? Women
killed? Maybe.”

Despite this . . . my father made four mistakes.

He gave birth to a redhead, and a daddy's little girl.

He sent me to the United States before | was g.

He mode me in his own image and taught me entirely too
well . . . and then he arranged my marriage to Yves.

One evening, she logged on to muse about the risks of using
false identification in the middle of a terrorist alert, “T'm going
to buy a ticket tomorrow and head to my next waypoint if I can.”

AYBE YOU WERE BUSY with war or
making a living, but in the last few years
the reality-and-illusion crowd has com-
pletely colonized the Internet. This isn’t
as trivial as it might seem. For thousands
of years religious fanatics have been
telling us that the physical world is an illusion and that we
should focus on singing hymns or doing yoga. Now it’s post-
modern philosophers saying that reality is a matrix filled with

invisible forests of signifiers best represented by obscure
French and German words. On the Net this translates to a
giddy leap into the world of “immersive” games and anony-
mous transfer protocols that let forty-five-year-old men pre-
tend to be thirteen-year-cld girls. Which leaves you and me
and the first guy to respond to Isabella’s latest cliff-hanger
all asking the same question:
Are you halfwits actually buying into this garbage?

Then Isabella posted again, this time a long and convincing
description of the spycraft of escape—getting passports, drain-
ing bank accounts, hiding liquid assets (particularly some loose
diamonds | knew | could sell for local currency), a life reduced
to a laptop and a passport. Moving feels safer for some reason.
I only really feel secure when I'm on a plane. Then she was in
awarm and sunny place, studying books on how to disappear:
You have to actually become someone else. You have to be from
somewhere. You have to have a history. Habits. Personality.
Likes. Dislikes. You have to like cotton candy.

And on she went for another month and more than twen-
ty-four thousand words, about how she found an underground
money manager who helped her launder her trusts and came
upon a blond man with eerie pale skin trying to force the door
of her hotel room and dreamed about the same blond man
sniffing her panties and about the long saga of her lonely girl-
hood at an elite private school and sneaking into her father’s
ornate library to pore through the stacks of books until the
light of the dawn in the window alerted me to the new day and
| had to creep up to my room again. She wrote about the erotic
allure of death and about cutting herself on purpose to leave
something permanent on my body, as if to assert that | actual-
ly owned it and could do with it as I pleased. She made refer-
ences to Milan Kundera and Martin Scorsese and David Lynch
and the ordinary people who had school loans, car payments,
credit card bills, mortgages, and designer groceries to carry. She
drew deft pictures of the strange town where the flat light from
overcast skies hurts my eyes or the man blowing on his cap-
puccino, raising steam that gives the impression that he is sur-
rounded by his own personal microclimate. She teased her readers
with hints about dating on the run: SWF, 20-something, flight
risk with multiple identities seeks man of few words and fewer
questions for semi-formal dating experiment, Risk of sudden dis-
appearance must not be an obstacle.

Whenever the story threatened to bog down, there was fresh
adventure—she used an Internet café and someone came
around claiming to be her cousin, asking questions. | ran and
ran as fast as | could until | was completely out of breath. Some
of the most plummy writing was about her father and her
fear of being committed to a mental institution, the quiet wed-
ding ceremony somewhere after which I'm committed somewhere
with pink colored walls and progressive ideas about narcotics
therapy. That breaks my big trust wide open and Yves and fam-
ily take that and the dowry and recapitalize the business. Then
there was Alain, who arrived at her parents’ house in a mo-
torcade of three sleek, black sedans filled with beautiful and el-
egant men in beautiful and elegant dark suits and gave her the
Montblanc Meisterstiick pen that changed her life shortly before
he was spectacularly murdered in the heart of Germany that late
November day so long ago.

BY THE MIDDLE OF APRIL, when winter was still hanging
around like tuberculosis and the war was still going strong, a
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newsblogger named Sean-Paul Kelley posted a story on ag-
onist.org saying that “a major media outlet” was asking
whether Isabella was real and a “former agent from Simon and
Schuster” was sniffing around a book deal. Kelley had a spec-
tacular amount of detail, speculating convincingly on who she
might be—Paris Hilton? Liesel Pritzker?—and citing three
sources: a mysterious security expert who said Isabella was
very sophisticated about computer secrecy, a mysterious un-
named “friend of hers” who said he helped Isabella escape, and
an unnamed attorney who was so mysterious he would hard-
ly say anything at all. “If she is my client,” he said, “I would
hardly admit it to the media.”

The next day, Kelley posted an update saying that “a source
familiar with the family” told them that the family was thought
to have hired either or Kroll, “the firm retained
to track the assets of the Marcos fortune and Saddam Hussein
in 1991.” They wanted to handle this quietly.

On shes.aflightrisk.org Isabella responded imme-
diately: The news posted on The Agonist has got me to the point
that I'm not going to get a wink of sleep [ever again?). What was
confidence has melted into fear. I've been up | know not how
long and | dare not go outside.

By this time Isabella’s readers had turned detective.
Someone named HIBBBI jumped on her clue about Alain’s
murder: Considering the date and the place, the name Alfred
Herrhousen comes to mind. Herrhausen was a German banker
killed in November 1989, by an extremely sophisticated bomb
in one of Germany’s most famous crimes. Someone else sug-
gested she was from the v. Finck family or maybe the Thurn und
Taxis? and someone named Jen responded: The only thing
about the von Fincks that | find intriguing is that one of them
is named Isabella v. She's Helmut's daughter and would be in
her very early 20s now.

But other readers had softer hearts, like the one who told her
to be strong. You still have to go through the whole withdrawal,
sorrow, angst, nervousness period. The first couple of years are
the toughest. Keep writing. Be careful with valium. You can do
this. The next day & sent a cheerful boost: You write very well
for someone who is sleep deprived! And IStella attacked the
skeptics: Some of the commentators here seem to be totally bereft
of even a smidgen of compassion. For Isabella to have taken the
risks she has taken, far beyond flight, it is a foregone conclusion
that she must have had more than a few not so great reasons to
motivate her to do so.

The next day, Kelley posted a remarkable note on ago-
nist.org:

FLIGHT RISK UPDATE

Earlier this week The Agonistreceiveda cease and desist
letter from an international law firm representing Isabella's
family. For background, Tsabella’'s web log *.
shes a flight risk” can be found here. In sub-
stance the letter demanded that The Agonist turn over any names
or identifying information of sources for the Isabello story as
well as remove any related material.

Kelley said he wasn’t giving up the names and printed the
letter, blacking out the names to protect the anonymity of
Isabella and her family. The result looked like something out
of an FBI file, all black stripes and threatening boilerplate, as
if calculated to enflame the Isabella conspiracy theorists. It
has come to our attention that certain unauthorized
and libelous disclosures I

OMEDAY THERE WILL BE Internet epi-
demiologists, and this could be one of the clas-
sic case studies on how a mind virus spreads.
As May began, someone named darklytr
posted a note to a Web site called Collective
“ ¥ | Detective: Whoddoya think? Fact or fiction?
A few of the collective detectives followed the links and came
back skeptical, but things were quiet until Isabella jumped in.
No, | am not writing a screen play. | have turned down five interview
requests. | have been offered three book deals. | have accepted none.

Her arrogant tone hit the skeptics like a rock in a wasps’ nest.
Let's see, said COFtana. You started o weblog despite the fact
that you are a self-proclaimed fugitive and wanting to start over?
No better way to do that than to write about . . . wait for it . . . wait
for it ... YOUR PAST! That thing that you want to forget.

In the next phase the virus jumped borders with an arti-
cle on Wired News by a writer named Leander Kahney
with hyperlinks to the dozens of Web logs which by now were
debating the reality of Isabella. There were “tantalizing clues”
like an “IP address in the Bahamas” and the oddity of
Isabella’s e-mails—he’d corresponded with her himself, in
fact. And there was a New York literary agent named Bob
Mecoy who said he was ready to represent Isabella even if
she didn’t exist: “Though it's a better story if it's true, it does-
n’t necessarily matter. If it turns out not to be, I'll pitch
Isabella as a fiction writer.”

calling himself & posted the results of his re-
search into her domain registration:

AeroBeta, Sociedad Anonima

Apartado Postal 0832-0387

World Trade Center

Panama, Republica de Panama WTC

A few hours later, anonymous coward developed the point.

Someone spent several thousand dollars to set up a careful struc-
ture. that seems an elaborate effort for a hoax. too many details
point away from the hoax theory for my taste. And he decoded
the company name:

aero = flight

beta = a financial measure of risk.
AeroBeta, s.a. = flight risk, s.o.

Do a little research, he taunted. It would be interesting to
know how much of a link there is between “fiction” theory tupes
and basic laziness.

Then someone calling himself BuddhaG made a pitch for
Isabella as a new form of art: You would have been one of
those jerks that soid Joyce was garbage too probably, until he
got read by enough people. Until somebody put it in a nice
frame for you. Or that Picasso or Jackson Pollock didn't know
how to paint because what they painted didn’t look like any-
thing. The way he saw it, the whole Isabella phenomenon
could end up saoying something about the nature of our per-
ception of truth, It could say something about how we under-
stand and perceive information.

It got ugly after that. Maybe there was nowhere else to go
but down. When mistik arrived to say Isabella was real,
someone else accused him of being a plant. As it happened, he
wasn’t the only Isabella defender who was “spoofing”—hi-
jacking someone’s e-mail address to send untraceable mes-
sages, routing the e-mails through taunting fronts like
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