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To my family and lifesaving allies:

Your love and courage made the impossible, possible.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

[image: image]

On the afternoon of July 26, 2019, within the confines of a government headquarters building in Beirut, I found myself enveloped in the warm embrace of my parents. They had just arrived in Lebanon from St. Louis, marking the end of nine weeks of my complete isolation from both them and the outside world. The watchful presence of dozens of government officials and journalists was gradually beginning to convince me that I had actually survived being held hostage in Syria and was on a path to freedom.

As my parents and I worked to rein in our emotions, I couldn’t help but reflect on the tumultuous events I had experienced while inside Syria’s gulag archipelago. With a touch of innocence, I remarked to my parents, “I have a story for you.” A brief pause followed, during which my mom and dad exchanged a glance before my mom responded, “Well, Sam, we have a story for you too.”

When addressing hostage-taking by authoritarian regimes or rogue nonstate actors, my friend and former FBI special agent Ali Soufan often says, “It takes a network to defeat a network.” In the case of this book and this story, that couldn’t be more accurate. As I’m sure the CCTV footage inside Lebanon’s General Security Directorate headquarters that day would show, the reaction I had to my mom’s comment was utter confusion, because, as I would learn, while I was trapped on the inside, I had no idea about anything that had happened on the outside.

The truth is that only half of this story is mine to tell. The other half is my family’s, which is why this book is narrated in first person by multiple characters. In Apollo 13–esque fashion, it toggles between me stuck inside a clandestine prison and my family’s race-against-the-clock efforts to secure the release of the only American civilian ever freed from Assad regime captivity. You will hear from members of my family, friends, government insiders, and others as we collectively share insight into a saga that includes a journey to every country in the world, celebrities, heads of state, multiple miracles, high-stakes diplomacy, and, most important, what we all learned through this unforgettable experience that we believe can help others today.

This book is more than a record of events. It is a call to empathy, a plea for understanding, and an exploration of the ties that bind us all as fellow human beings. This story is not an isolated incident but a reflection of the broader challenges we face in a world where borders may divide us, but our shared humanity unites us.

—Sam Goodwin
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In addition to Sam, below is a list of narrators who share perspectives and stories in first person throughout the book.





TAG Goodwin, Sam’s father

Ann Goodwin, Sam’s mother

David Goodwin, Sam’s youngest brother

Stephanie (Steph) Goodwin, Sam’s younger sister

Betty Goodwin, Sam’s youngest sister

Stephanie Hajjar, Steph Goodwin’s former college roommate

Father Richard Vigoa, pastor at St. Augustine’s Parish, Miami

Rob Martini, Sam’s close friend

Luke Hartig, former US government official, hostage affairs expert

Joseph Abbas, Lebanese American businessman







PROLOGUE

ANN GOODWIN, Sam’s mother

“Mom, hurry up!” Sam pleaded as he waved his hockey gear in my face, signaling it was time to leave for practice. “Come on, Mom!”

It was the fall of 1995 in Perrysburg, Ohio. I was struggling to spoon-feed some baby food into the mouth of my youngest daughter, Betty, an infant at the time, before we left, while also trying to move as quickly as possible to please my impatient seven-year-old who wanted to get to the rink. With five kids under the age of eight, getting out the door in these types of situations was often challenging.

As a stalling tactic, I told Sam we weren’t going to leave until he taught his other younger sister, Steph, who was three, how to make the sign of the cross. My husband, TAG, and I are devout Catholics and seized every opportunity to infuse religious teachings into the lives of our children.

Sam was annoyed but dutifully started teaching Steph how to make the sign of the cross. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” he repeated to her again and again, touching the tips of her fingers first to her forehead, then to her chest, and then to her left and right shoulders. Steph quickly mastered the hand gestures and the part about the Father and the Son, but she couldn’t get her mouth around that last part about the Holy Spirit.

“Mom, she’s never going to get it!” Sam cried as I shoveled mush into little Betty’s gaping mouth. “I’m going to miss practice!”

“Well, you’ve got to teach her, Sam, because one day you might need her to pray for you.”







PART I
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THE ROAD TO DAMASCUS






SAM GOODWIN, 30

In 1994, a year or so before my attempt to teach Steph the sign of the cross, I made it to the championship round of my third-grade class geography bee. My teacher, Ms. Keller, read the final question: “Name the largest and only Portuguese-speaking country on the continent of South America.” For about ten seconds, I visualized the globe next to my bed that my parents had given me, and then I replied, “Brazil.” This was the correct answer and earned me a coveted three-night homework pass.

As a kid growing up in northwest Ohio, and later, St. Louis, Missouri, I admittedly wasn’t always the best student in school. I cared much more about playing hockey, which is where I put virtually all of my time and effort. But academically, geography was an outlier. An underlying curiosity about the world and its people has existed within me for as long as I can remember. For the majority of my upbringing, though, I suppressed that curiosity, as I didn’t really know what to do with it.

Fast-forward nearly two and a half decades to December 31, 2019. I completed a yearslong goal of traveling to every country in the world. Ironically, my final country was Brazil, which would probably make Ms. Keller proud. I never intended, however, to go to every country, and now, as years pass and the saga drifts further into the rearview mirror, the crazier it all seems.

When people hear about my travel journey, and particularly my experience in Syria, they understandably have a lot of questions. Why did you want to travel to every country? How the hell did you fund it all? Did you think going to Syria and other unstable countries would be dangerous? What’s your favorite country? Where is the best food? Furthermore, regarding Syria specifically, there are plenty of people who consider me to be irresponsible for traveling there in the first place.

I understand these questions and comments, and I believe the best way I can respond to them is to share the stories and key events that shaped my life leading up to the summer of 2019 and to talk about what travel means to me, how I ended up on a journey around the world in the first place, and the lessons I’ve uncovered as a result.




[image: image]







As a teenager in St. Louis in the early 2000s, I continued to have relative success with hockey and went on to earn a Division I athletic scholarship, a lifelong dream of mine, to Niagara University in 2008. I enjoyed my time in upstate New York and all that being a student-athlete had to offer. During my senior year, I unfortunately suffered a serious concussion. I had suffered similar injuries throughout my playing career, but this one was different. It forced me to visit neurologists around the United States in search of answers, but none of them were able to offer much. I was diagnosed with post-concussion syndrome and went on to have a persistent headache every day for eight months. As anyone who’s had this type of injury knows, literally and figuratively, it’s a dark time.

The headaches didn’t subside until after my college graduation in the spring of 2012, when I completed my time at Niagara with dual degrees in communication studies and French, as well as a minor in international business. At the direction of doctors, I decided it wasn’t healthy for me to pursue hockey as a career, as another head injury could have led to permanent brain damage. This put me in a tricky spot—I had never considered doing anything else in my life except play hockey and, like many other people in their early twenties, had no idea what I wanted to do.

I began networking, reaching out to my college professors and other contacts in search of my first “big-boy” career move. Among the people I communicated with was a former colleague of my father who was based in Singapore. He responded sympathetically to my concussion debacle and, to my surprise, offered me a marketing internship with his small company in Singapore. When I first received his email, I thought this was silly. “There’s no way I would ever actually move to Asia,” I thought, but I let that note sit in my inbox for a week or two. As it simmered there, that original underlying curiosity inside me about the world began to rise from its suppressed state.

I talked to my parents about the opportunity, and my father insightfully said to me, “If you go to Singapore and things don’t work out, the worst thing that happens is you come home. And you can always do that.” In many ways, this safety net and the encouragement from my parents in this situation became the launchpad of my adulthood, and for that I’m thankful.

I moved to Singapore on September 2, 2012. The marketing internship was just okay—it wasn’t the best fit for me professionally—but it got me to Asia and opened up an entire new world. Within a week or so of being in Singapore, I learned that there was a hockey league in the tiny city-state, which was an unforeseen discovery given that Singapore is only eighty miles north of the equator, and never in my life had I heard of a hockey player from the country. I gathered some information about the local men’s league and learned it was noncontact, meaning there was no body checking. I figured I could play in the league without having to worry about injuring my head. I called my dad and asked him to ship me my gear. He was understandably a bit confused by this request, for the same reasons I was confused that there was any hockey at all. But he boxed everything up, and several days later I was on the ice.

Hockey in Singapore became my primary way of meeting people. The majority of the other players were fellow expats from the United States, Canada, and Europe. A few weeks after I joined the league, one of my teammates, an American man who had been based in Asia for nearly twenty years at that point, told me about a tech start-up company he was launching. We hit it off, and after a few conversations, he offered me a job doing business development and investor relations. I spoke to my internship boss about this opportunity, and he was happy for me and suggested I pursue it. After all, the whole point of the internship in the first place was to obtain some initial experience and get the chance to network. I accepted the new position and went on to work for this start-up for the next six years. Our business developed an online game for young teens, similar to Minecraft and Club Penguin. It also had a charitable arm, and I helped cofound an NGO that administered humanitarian assistance to impoverished families in the Philippines and Cambodia. The icing on the cake was when my former college roommate, teammate, and friend, Rob Martini, came to Singapore and joined the company too. I loved my job, my colleagues, and the mission of the business.

When I moved to Asia, my original plan was to stay for only about three months, but I ended up living and working there for more than half a decade, from 2012 to 2018. It was a fantastic way to begin my professional career. During those six years, every work meeting I attended, I was the dumbest person in the room. This was uncomfortable but simultaneously a time of huge personal and professional growth. I learned more about business, people, and the real world than I ever could have asked for in an early-career job.

In my free time while living in Singapore, I traveled as much as I could. I was in my midtwenties, had the world’s best airport in my backyard, and had occasional flexibility in my work schedule. A personal preference when I traveled was to avoid repeating destinations. Even if I traveled somewhere and had a wonderful experience, on the next weekend or holiday I would try to go somewhere different. In addition, I would also usually travel back to St. Louis for Christmas and in the summer to see my parents and siblings. Given that Singapore is on the other side of the world, I could often choose which direction I wanted to travel around the globe and try to stop in different places for a day or two en route.

After putting this formula into play for six years, I realized in early 2018 that I had visited 120 countries on all six inhabited continents. At this point, I asked myself, “Well, how many countries are there?” For me, travel was always about experiences and connecting with people and never about ticking boxes or checking places off a list. I did some research and learned that there are 193 fully recognized UN sovereign states. I then thought to myself, “Wow, maybe I could go to all of them.” The competitive athlete in me likes setting goals and working toward achieving them.

This kicked off months of research. I learned that, at the time, there were only about a hundred people who had been to every country and became fueled by the idea of joining this exclusive group. For reference, roughly 600 people have been to outer space. Money was a huge consideration. I had spent the past six years working and had no kids or spouse. I calculated that I had just enough money saved to allow me to travel to the remaining seventy-ish countries, if I traveled wisely and on a budget.

Simultaneously, as I was doing all of this research in my spare time, the start-up company, which I had helped grow to thirty-plus staff across four countries, was seemingly facing some uncertainty, as so many start-ups do. I had also now been in Singapore for quite some time, and although I loved it and to this day consider it a second home, I was getting a bit antsy and ready for something new.

I ran the calculations countless times in my head, and it always led back to this burning desire to try to visit the rest of the countries in the world. I wanted to continue learning through travel, but I also wanted to work toward achieving something I thought was extraordinary. Some people, even members of my immediate family, thought I was being unrealistic for considering this quest. I knew it was possible I could fail. I might run out of money. I might not be able to get certain visas. I had internal questions about the security situation in some areas of the world and knew I would need to be extra diligent. But I feared regret more than I feared failure, and in the summer of 2018, I decided I was going to give it a shot.

I determined that I could probably travel to the rest of the countries in approximately one year. Once I finished, I was going to go straight back to my career. This was the deal I made with myself, and it was also what I truly wanted. I didn’t want to be a nomad forever and wander aimlessly—there’s nothing wrong with that, it just wasn’t for me. I had a set goal, and I had a plan. I figured that if I didn’t try now, I might never get another chance. So I went for it. I left Singapore. I left my job. The underlying curiosity that had lived within me since I was a kid at that geography bee had gotten the best of me, and I was off.

For the next nine months or so, I based myself in Dubai, staying with a friend there since it was geographically closer to many of the places I hadn’t visited yet—primarily in Africa. While in Dubai, I set up a small business giving ice skating lessons to kids of expats based in the United Arab Emirates. It wasn’t sustainable, but it did give me some extra money and allowed me to meet new people. The majority of these months, however, I was not physically in Dubai. I was on the road.

During this time, my style of travel shifted. This was because my overall goal with travel had temporarily changed too. I didn’t always spend as much time in each country as I potentially would have preferred had I not been on a quest to visit all of them. There were also some places, like Chad, for example, where I only spent a couple days and when I departed, I didn’t feel like I needed any more time. I measured what counted as a visit not with a clock but with experiences. For the record, I did not count airport visits and also did not count just stepping over a border and stepping back. All of this can get very arbitrary and people in the “extreme travel” community often fiercely debate it.

In summary, I did the best I could. I didn’t have unlimited time or money and was trying to complete this goal and get back to my “real life.” It was a constant balance and, like any worthwhile venture or endeavor in life, required many compromises, detours, and trade-offs. Despite these challenges, I loved my quest and was determined to complete it.

By the late spring of 2019, I was closing in on my goal, having traveled to approximately 170 of 193 countries, blogging about each of them along the way. I was in the South Pacific island nation of Tuvalu when the trajectory of my travel journey veered in an unexpected direction.

ANN GOODWIN, Sam’s mother

“I’m talking to my mom.”

Those were the last words I heard Sam say before he vanished into thin air.

It was nine in the morning on May 25, 2019. I was in a car with my two daughters and Bridgid, my future daughter-in-law, heading to a lifelong friend’s house for a wedding celebration in Michigan, about an hour west of Detroit. It was beautiful weather that Memorial Day weekend. My husband—Thomas Aquinas Goodwin, known to the world simply as TAG—and my other sons, Paul and David, had gone off for a round of golf with the other men in the wedding party. We’re a family of seven, three boys and two girls, and everyone was there except for Sam.

Sam had gone to Syria.

Not Syria, Indiana, or Syria, Virginia. Syria, the country in the Middle East. Although this was the nation that had endured a civil war for seven years by the time Sam went there, I found comfort when he explained to me that he was traveling with a guide to the safest area of the country, an area controlled by US-backed Kurds and three hundred miles from any ongoing conflict.

Traveling the world had become a means for Sam to satisfy his curiosity about people. Even as a young boy, Sam was inquisitive about how people lived in other parts of the world. We traveled quite a bit as a family. We’d been to Europe a couple of times when the kids were teenagers, and TAG and I had traveled to a number of other destinations with one or more of them in recent years, including South Africa, Istanbul, and the Galápagos Islands. We’d even been to the Winter Olympics in Sochi, in Russia, since we are a family that enjoys ice hockey.

But Sam had really taken to it since he’d moved to the Far East. Singapore is an international travel hub, so he’d started touring the region—Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, Japan, China. He would also come back home every summer to visit us and would stop off along the way to explore new places. Since Singapore is pretty much on the opposite side of the globe from St. Louis, he had lots of long-layover options. After several years, he realized he’d been to over a hundred countries. And that was when he began wondering—how many countries are there in the world? And was it possible to visit them all?

TAG and I knew that Sam was a responsible and smart young man, not to mention a very determined one. He had now taken all the goal-oriented drive of a competitive athlete and applied it to this new journey. I guess that’s what makes Sammy run.

The experience of travel had proven over the years to be very meaningful for Sam but also fascinating for us too. As a family, we’ve always been extremely close, so Sam would go out of his way to include us in his adventures. He made sure to call from wherever he went. Often he would hold up his phone on FaceTime so we could see the place he was visiting. Over the years, we’d gotten used to calls from strange and exotic places, and Sam’s reports were usually extremely encouraging. No matter where he was—be it Germany, Pakistan, Chile, or Azerbaijan—people were notably friendly and welcoming. It was heartwarming to hear this, especially because so much of the mainstream news from these places can be negative.

“There are just great people all around the world,” Sam would tell me. “Some places, one percent of the people are ill-intentioned, and they sometimes happen to be in control. But most of the people in the world are wonderful and kind.” As parents, we were somewhat uneasy about Sam going to Iran, but he met a lovely young couple with a baby on Kish Island who took him home for dinner and made him feel very welcome. Sam also didn’t just travel as a tourist. Whenever possible, he made an effort to give back to the local communities he visited, like digging wells in northern Nicaragua, supporting rice farmers in rural Cambodia, or simply playing with village kids in the hills of Rwanda. He always tried to leave places better than he found them.

Although he’d been denied a career in hockey, Sam often used those skills as a bridge to reach other cultures. He coached the Singapore national hockey team for five years, taking them to international tournaments around Asia, and later gave skating lessons to kids in Dubai. Sam was a connector. Without people like him, the world would be a poorer, less understanding place.

For sure, he’d had some close calls on his travels, not because of negligence on his end but because these types of things are inevitable when traveling to every country in the world. The day after he flew out of Libya, rebel planes bombed the airport. He’d also encountered gang riots in Haiti and militiamen riding on gun trucks in the streets of Mogadishu. By that Memorial Day weekend in 2019, though, he had traveled to 180 countries. Sam was a resourceful and seasoned traveler who took every precaution he could, and he was nearing the end of his journey.

Still, this was Syria. I didn’t know much about the Middle East, but I knew there was generally some level of civil unrest in the country. So I’d been very relieved earlier that morning when Sam had sent me a brief video clip of him at a shawarma stand—one of his favorite foods—on a very quiet-looking street in Syria. “Kebabs are 75 cents in Iraq but only 50 cents in Syria,” he wrote next to footage of a man slicing lamb off a rotating grill.

Later, when my phone buzzed again and Sam’s name flashed up on the screen, all seemed to be well.

I was sitting in the passenger seat of the car. As my son’s face appeared on the screen, I held up the phone so that the girls in the back could see and talk to him too. Sam was in a small town called Qamishli, which was very close to the Turkish and Iraqi borders, and which was under Kurdish control. He was on his way, he said, to meet a local guide who would show him safely around the town and surrounding area.

We chatted for a few minutes, and Sam told us how happy he was to finally be there. He said he was sorry to be missing out on the wedding, which for the Goodwins was also a chance for a big family get-together.

“Hey, pan over the landscape for me,” I said, as I always did when Sam was in a new place, so that we could see what he was seeing. He moved the screen slowly across a street of low-rise buildings and Middle East–style apartment houses. In addition, there were locals drinking tea at sidewalk cafés and shopping at outdoor markets. We looked at the scene, saying that it appeared to be quite a nice place. Then we heard a muffled shout from somewhere off camera.

“I’m talking to my mom,” Sam told someone we couldn’t see.

The image spun and blurred, and the line went dead.

That moment still haunts me, even all these years later.

It wasn’t unusual for the line to go dead when Sam called from a remote location where the internet was unreliable or the telephone network might just randomly cut out. I tried to shrug off the unexpected interruption as we drove to the wedding, so as not to spoil the mood for the happy couple and their guests. But it was always there, gnawing at me, no matter how much I tried to suppress it. In any case, there seemed to be nothing to do but wait for Sam to call back, which I tried to convince myself he would do as soon as he found a better connection.

SAM GOODWIN

By the spring of 2019, the conflict in Syria seemed to be in a period of remission. The regime of President Bashar al-Assad was grinding down the opposition with the aid of Russian airstrikes, Iranian gold, and Hezbollah guerrillas from neighboring Lebanon.

I won’t say that going to Syria was necessarily comfortable, because after all, it was still Syria. But the entry process was formal and well organized compared with some other places I had visited. In December 2018, for example, I walked into Sierra Leone. I was surprised when a shirtless man sitting in a lawn chair by the road suddenly asked me for my passport. It turned out he was the border guard.

The Kurds, by contrast, had a series of well-run checkpoints across the border region with Iraq, where I had spent the previous week, securing the documentation needed to pass through Kurdish-controlled territory. As I went through each checkpoint, an immigration official checked my passport and then waved the taxi through.

A strange twist of fate had brought me to the small, dusty town of Qamishli, a place that few people outside of Syria have probably ever heard of. Several weeks earlier, on May 2, I was in the midst of a trip across the Polynesian micronations of the South Pacific and spending the night in Tuvalu, a collection of tiny islands located midway between Hawaii and Australia. That evening, I walked past a live music performance in a park and noticed a young blond woman playing on the covered stage. It was a small affair, but the woman was great, so I listened for a while, reflecting on how cool it was that I could bump into a live music gig on an island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Eventually, I went back to my backpacker hostel. The following morning, I was on a flight to the next stop, which happened to be Fiji, another 750 miles to the south. There, on the plane, was the blond woman who’d been playing in the park the night before. As she was boarding, I heard one of her traveling companions call her by her name—Joss. That was when it clicked. This was Joss Stone, the Grammy Award–winning British singer. I was only modestly familiar with her music; I knew her more because of the traveler grapevine. She was also on a mission, not just to visit every country in the world but to play a gig in every one of them too. She called it her Total World Tour. That was what had brought her to these remote islands—the same restless ambition I had, combined with a lot more musical talent.

When we got to Nausori Airport in Suva, Fiji, I was ahead of her in the immigration line, which snaked back and forth on itself. As we passed each other, I nodded hello and asked, “How many countries have you visited?” She looked pleasantly surprised and said she was at 170 or something like that. I replied, “Oh yeah, me too, I’m doing the same thing.” As the line weaved forward, we kept passing each other and chatting, until I went through passport control, grabbed my bag, and went to the lobby to wait for my connecting flight to Nadi, a town on the other side of Fiji. A few minutes later, Joss and a couple members of her team came out of immigration. She walked straight over to me, sat down at my table, and said, “I want to interview you!”

Her enthusiasm for travel was boundless and we instantly hit it off. She whipped out her cell phone and started recording some of our conversation about the places we’d been and the things we’d seen and done. The video interview went on for about seven minutes. Joss is a warm and positive person—it’s part of her presence, both on and off the stage—and she seemed genuinely interested in what motivated me to travel and what takeaways I had from my years on the road. It was all very chill, just two travelers sharing their experiences. It was easy to overlook the fact that she was a global superstar.

Inevitably, we swapped tips and contacts for places we were still trying to visit. For Iran, I suggested she go to Kish Island, a place I had been to three years earlier, instead of the mainland, as it’s logistically simpler for Westerners. I also gave her contacts for my fixers in Yemen and Libya, both of which I had already visited and where I had wonderful experiences despite each of the nations experiencing their own breeds of instability.

Joss was very pleased and in return asked if I had any “challenging” countries remaining on my journey. I told her Syria was probably the toughest one I had left and that I was still in the process of my usual research and due diligence to determine the best way to travel there.

“I was just in Syria two months ago!” she said. “I went in through Kurdistan! I can connect you with my fixer.”

At that point, I hadn’t really considered going to Syria through Kurdistan. In fact, if anyone had mentioned Kurdistan, I would have probably assumed they were talking about the northern region of Iraq, an area I had visited about six months earlier, which borders Syria and has its own government. But the Kurds are spread out across northern Iraq, Iran, Syria, and up into southeastern Turkey. In fact, it is the largest ethnic group in the world that does not have its own country, and Kurds frequently complain about how often they have been betrayed, ignored, or attacked by regional and global powers. “The only friends the Kurds have are the hills,” is an old saying in the region, where fighters often have been forced to take to the Zagros Mountains to wage guerrilla warfare against foreign occupiers. Saddam Hussein used chemical weapons against them in the 1980s, wiping out whole villages. In Iraq, they have their own armed forces, and in Syria, Kurdish militias have carved out a few safe havens, keeping the Assad regime and the Islamic State fanatics at bay.

Back in February, Joss told me, she had played a small concert in a Kurdish-controlled corner of northeastern Syria. It had been in a tiny town called Derik, very close to the Iraqi border. Her audience in the cold and damp hall had only been around seventy people, mostly women and kids, in addition to some two dozen members of the Kurdish military. There was also a former British soldier who was happy to hear a familiar voice out there in the desert.

For Joss, who got her first break as a thirteen-year-old singing on a BBC talent show, it was an incredibly moving experience, and it resonated closely with my own. She had gone to a distant corner of the planet and had found a close-knit community that welcomed her with open arms. Crucially for me, she also had the name of a reputable local fixer, an Erbil-based Kurdish man named Simon Khayat, who was well known for guiding foreign journalists and travelers in unfamiliar environments. Joss had met Simon through the British photographer and journalist Paul Conroy. Paul, a close friend of Joss, had accompanied her on her trip to Syria, making his first return to the country since 2012.

As it turned out, Joss and I were both waiting in Suva for the same connecting flight, so we sat in the airport for a couple of hours, chatting as easily as old friends about our shared passion. I don’t think we even mentioned her music once, except in the context of the strange places she had played gigs on her world tour. She was financing it herself, often performing with local musicians in a garden, a forest, or sometimes as part of an organized music festival, but also highlighting local charity work and generally trying to “meet good people and do good things,” as she said.

As we took our seats on the flight to Nadi, we promised to keep in touch. When I got to my hostel that evening, I immediately sent a WhatsApp message to Simon. In my experience, following the path of other travelers ahead of me had always been among the best ways to ensure a positive experience. I sent Simon a selfie of Joss and me smiling together at the Suva airport—her looking like a million bucks despite the fact that she’d been in transit for hours, and me just looking like a disheveled traveler. “I am on a quest to travel to every country in the world and have yet to travel to Syria. I have only a few countries remaining and am wondering if you might be able to help me visit Syria?”

If he hadn’t worked so recently with Joss on her gig in Derik, Simon would probably have thought I was a madman. Most of the foreigners he dealt with were reporters, so I also sent him a link to my travel blog on Instagram. Five minutes later, he wrote back. He was ready to help me at any time. A thrill of excitement shot through me in that little hostel room in Nadi. This is what it was all about—new places, unexpected connections, and a deeper understanding of the world.

I spent the next few weeks doing due diligence and working with Simon on the details of the trip. Throughout my travels, safety was always the top priority, as much as it can be on a quest like this. I don’t think it’s cool to be in unsafe situations and I don’t go looking for trouble. I was, however, committed to completing my travel journey, one that often required a great deal of creativity and resourcefulness.

On May 25, 2019, with the help of Simon and continued logistical support from Joss, both of whom had been incredibly helpful, I crossed into Syria by land from Iraq, caught a taxi, and headed into the country.
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The town of Qamishli lies right on Turkey’s southern border, but I couldn’t enter from Turkey. Instead, I had to go in from the Iraqi side, a drive of about fifty miles. I had spent the previous five days in Erbil obtaining all the necessary papers and documentation. I met with several of Simon’s friends who helped me with these documents, as they knew the ins and outs of the regional landscape. In my downtime, as I waited for various permissions and approvals, I either explored the city or relaxed in my hotel room, usually watching the St. Louis Blues on TV, my hometown NHL team, who were on the verge of beating the San Jose Sharks and advancing to the Stanley Cup Final for the first time in nearly fifty years. Despite being on the road, I tried to watch these games when I could.

The Kurds I’d met had all been very welcoming. I enjoyed hanging out in the markets of the five-thousand-year-old city, its center built on a vast earthen mound formed from its ruined predecessors, piled up by generations of conflicts dating back to Mesopotamia and the Assyrian Empire.

Kurdistan is a dry, dusty place, hemmed in by Turkey, Iran, and Iraq. But in spring, the grass and flowers briefly flourish, giving it an almost alpine feel. Then the summer heat dries out the rocky valleys and hills and it feels like the Middle East again. It was already getting hot in May, but the hills were still pretty. My taxi driver, arranged by Simon, drove me across the country, a peaceful and relaxing ride. We soon arrived at the Syrian border, a place known as Faysh Khabur, marked by the Tigris River with the Kurds controlling both sides. As we stopped at the first of several checkpoints, a Kurdish soldier came out of an office and inspected my passport and travel permit and logged the details in his computer. He then waved me on, an uneventful way to enter a new country. I crossed to the Syrian side of the river and went inside another office. I gave the immigration officer my passport. He inputted my information into his computer and then stamped a white piece of paper authorizing my entry.

I was excited to be in Syria, a place I had been wanting to visit for years. I jumped in a taxi and within a few minutes flashed past Derik, the small town where Joss had played her Syrian concert a couple of months before. From there, it took roughly two hours to get to Qamishli, where Simon had recommended I visit.

Qamishli is an unremarkable desert town. Low-rise, tawny apartment blocks line neatly laid-out streets, some of them lined with pines for shade. The town was founded in the 1920s, both as a railway depot and as a refuge for Assyrian Christians who had fled the Ottoman genocide. Now it is an Assyrian and Kurdish city that has both a large Christmas celebration every year and a Kurdish Muslim new year festival of Nowruz. May 25 was a Saturday, and I had done my research and was planning to attend Mass the following morning at the Armenian Catholic church near my hotel. Qamishli had been largely spared from the conflict in Syria, and by the time I arrived, it was peaceful, a relative safe haven for the administration of the self-ruling northeastern enclave.

I had a reservation at the Asia Hotel, a spare but clean establishment. It was often used by Western journalists. The plan was that I would meet a friend of Simon’s at a restaurant a short walk from the hotel. By the time I checked in, I was hungry, so I stepped out onto the street to grab a shawarma from a grill next door. Eating shawarma, which I often characterize
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