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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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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.
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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 to friends in the United States as Middle Eastern Chipotle, was the first thing I did in every Middle Eastern country I visited. No one I encountered, including the hotel receptionist, spoke any English, and nobody reacted strangely to a new foreign traveler in their presence. After having been to so many unfamiliar places, I had developed a sense as to when I stood out uncomfortably, and my radar was not sounding any sort of alarm here.


Back in my room, I called my close friend Rob Martini. Rob and I had been roommates at Niagara University and had played hockey together. He had even moved to Singapore for a few years, where we had done a lot of traveling throughout Southeast Asia and beyond. Since then, our lives had gone in different directions. Rob had moved back to his hometown of Toronto to work for a private investment firm, and he and his wife were in the process of buying a house, while I was in a cheap hotel room in Syria. Nevertheless, we talked for almost an hour on the phone about my trip, his impending purchase, and some details of my plans for the next few days. I gave him the phone number of my fixer, Simon, and a copy of my travel permits, just in case I happened to have any issues.


Before I left Erbil, Simon had given me his local Syrian SIM card with unlimited data for my trip, so I took out my cell and recorded a brief video for my family of me eating the delicious meat sandwich. Then I went back to the hotel and waited until it was time for my meeting with Simon’s friend.


He’d told me to meet him in a restaurant about three hundred meters down the road. The plan was that we’d have a meal and then he would show me some of the sites around the town, including some of the churches. As a Catholic, I was looking forward to that and hoped to show it to my mom, who is a very spiritual person. I was planning to spend two nights in Qamishli and head back to Iraq on Monday morning. From there, I had a flight booked from Erbil back to the United States, as the remaining twelve countries of my quest were all in the Americas.


As I walked down the street to meet my guide, I passed a roundabout with a white stone statue of Hafez al-Assad, a man who looked more like a 1950s provincial bank manager than the former bloody dictator of Syria who had killed tens of thousands of his own people, just like his son who’s now ruling the country. It was at that point that I decided to call my mom, who I knew would be driving to the wedding right at that moment and would be reassured to hear from me. She picked up almost immediately. I told her I was in Syria and that all was well.


Since I had a local SIM card from Simon with unlimited data, I decided to FaceTime my mom instead of a normal phone call to make her even more comfortable. “Hey Sam, pan over the landscape for me,” she said, curious as ever to know what the place looked like. I held up my phone and started showing her the statue and the roundabout.


As we were talking, a man’s voice called out in my direction in a foreign language. I looked to my right, and there was a soldier coming toward me from the other side of the street. A handful of other men in uniform emerged behind him from the other side of the roundabout. I had not seen them before and didn’t know who they were.


I had traveled to various places in the world where photography was not allowed, sometimes for military reasons, like in certain areas of North Korea, but also for more traditional reasons like at the Sistine Chapel in Rome or in many Japanese temples. In order to assure these men that I was not trying to take photos of anything I wasn’t supposed to, I shouted to them, “I’m talking to my mom,” clearly, assuming their mastery of English would be limited at best. I was respectful, as I always am in such situations. I’m not doing anything wrong here, I told myself, so just be patient, smile, relax, and take a deep breath. I’m not a rule-breaker by nature, and in any case, I knew that playing the angry American tourist in a place like this certainly wouldn’t serve me well. The first soldier grabbed the phone out of my hand. Another demanded my passport and then they hustled me across the road in the direction from which they had just come. Within thirty seconds, a black pickup pulled up next to us and two more armed men in uniform jumped out. I was pushed into the back seat, and we sped off. I was scared, confused, and had no information or anyone to help. I was desperately trying to understand what was happening. Less than a minute later, we stopped at what appeared to be some sort of military compound. I was hustled out of the vehicle and taken into an office where a guy in a white soccer jersey started questioning me in not-very-good English.


It may sound strange, but at that point I wasn’t overly worried. The guy who was questioning me wasn’t particularly aggressive, though with his basic English, he had trouble understanding my responses to his questions and why I was in Syria. I told him I was writing an online blog about my travels, which might have been hard enough to explain even to someone with more advanced English. I saw that one of the soldiers standing by the wall had my phone and was scrolling through it. I told them to look at my blog site, but the soccer jersey man was clearly not interested. I said I’d been on my way to meet my guide at a restaurant that was only a five-minute walk from where we were sitting, but this, again, all seemed to fall on deaf ears.


This frustrating back-and-forth discussion went on for nearly three hours and became progressively more uncomfortable. Then, the soccer jersey man pulled out a digital camera and a small whiteboard. He wrote something in Arabic and handed it to me. I asked him what it said. He replied, “Samuel Robert Goodwin,” the full name on my passport. He told me to stand against the wall and hold it in front of me while he took a picture.


With a sinking feeling, I realized this was a mug shot.


With the picture taken, I was led out into the hall and past a line of soldiers on either side of the corridor. Then I was taken outside to a waiting van. Some of the soldiers got in with me and others followed in a car as the vehicle drove out of town and into the desert.


By this point, I was starting to feel very uncomfortable. Something was going seriously wrong and I had no way of understanding what it was. After a twenty-minute ride, a Syrian military compound lined with barbed wire and concrete fences appeared out of nowhere in a field. We pulled in. Another, larger detachment of armed soldiers was waiting in the courtyard. As I got out, it dawned on me that they had all been waiting just for me.


For the first time, with a sense more of fatality than fear, I thought to myself, “Is this where my story ends?”


ANN GOODWIN


We drove back from the wedding on Sunday, just TAG and me. The kids had headed off to a nearby lake house to spend the rest of the Memorial Day weekend with friends by the water. It was a relief to now be in the car with just TAG because I didn’t have to cover up my growing concern. I’d texted Sam before I went to bed the night before, telling him I was getting worried and that he should call, text, or email me no matter what time it was. Given the time differences, he was always very respectful not to wake me up with a phone call or a pinging text message in the middle of the night.


We have a family text message group, called FAMJAM, so I asked the kids if anyone had heard from Sam on Instagram or Facebook or any of the other social media platforms with which I’m not really familiar. No one had, which further fueled my increasing concern. Since the inception of the FAMJAM group chat roughly a decade earlier, its title has also included an emoji of a frog, which is an acronym for “fully rely on God” and serves as an important daily reminder to our family. As Sam’s silence persisted, I was beginning to sense a forthcoming surge of this subtle emoji’s significance. TAG was still insisting everything was going to be fine, that there was some harmless explanation for Sam’s blackout. I wasn’t convinced, but for now I had to bite my tongue. The drive back to St. Louis was a long and uncomfortable ordeal for me.


I woke up very early on Memorial Day and was not in a good place.


When TAG got up, he suggested we go for a long hike to enjoy the spring weather and take my mind off Sam. During our thirty-five years of marriage, my husband and I have developed certain behavioral patterns, one of which is that I am usually the first to start worrying about something. TAG typically tries to reassure me that everything will work out fine, which, frankly, it usually has. But this time, as we walked through the woods and he told me not to worry, it just wouldn’t wash.


“You say it’s too soon to start worrying,” I said, probably rather too brusquely. “So, tell me, when exactly will you be worried? Because I’m worried about Sam now.”


TAG thought about it for a moment. “Let’s give it twenty-four hours,” he said. “If we don’t hear from Sam for the rest of the day, then by noon tomorrow we’ll do something about it.”


We carried on walking, and maybe it was the fresh air and the exercise and the promise that we now had a deadline, but that calmed me down a bit. Somehow I managed to get through the rest of the day and went to bed as usual around nine thirty or so. But I couldn’t rest. I lay awake for hours, with TAG gently sleeping beside me. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sam and where he might be right at that moment and what might have happened to him. By midnight, I couldn’t stand it anymore and definitely knew I wasn’t going to make it to TAG’s deadline of noon the next day.


I got up and went to my laptop. We have become so reliant on Google searches these days for all our quick answers that my first impulse was to sit down and type in, “My son is missing in Syria, what do I do?” I thought every Google search comes up with some sort of an answer, but perhaps not surprisingly, there was none for that one. I was in totally new territory.


I remembered when TAG and I had been hiking earlier that day, I’d asked him what he planned to do when his self-imposed deadline ran out. He said he guessed he would start by reaching out to the State Department. Now, I consider myself to be an educated person, and do in fact serve as the president of a Catholic high school in St. Louis, but my understanding of how the government works is pretty minimal. At that time, I could have named only one of my state’s senators, would have been hard-pressed to tell you the difference between an embassy and a consulate, and probably knew less about the workings of our federal government than a ninth grader in my own school. Nevertheless, it was obvious that no government agency in DC would be open in the middle of the night, so I got back on the computer and started searching online for the US embassy in Syria.


There was a website for the embassy, but it told me that the actual embassy had closed in 2012, when the US government broke off all diplomatic ties with the Assad government. There was also a message from the State Department, which runs the US overseas missions, saying that any inquiries about US citizens inside Syria should be addressed to the US embassy in neighboring Iraq or the US consulate in Erbil, in the northern Iraqi region of Kurdistan. Erbil was a name that leaped out at me. That was where Sam had spent the last week getting his papers in order to cross into Syria, so that was where I decided to start my search.


The phone rang a few times before a very young-sounding man answered. He introduced himself as Private First Class Something, at Security Station Point 1. I had clearly gotten through to some nineteen-year-old Marine finishing off the night shift before the consulate actually opened. “I am calling regarding my son who has gone missing in Syria,” I told him.


The young man sounded very formal as I explained my surreal story. Every other word he said was “Yes, ma’am” or “No, ma’am.” When I finished, he gave me a number at the State Department to call, a woman who apparently specialized in American citizens who had gone missing in Syria. It was some relief to know that such a position even existed. I thanked him and hung up.


It was very late now, after a long and stressful day. I drew some small comfort from the fact that I had actually been able to do something, so I went back to bed, resolved to call the State Department woman first thing in the morning. This time, I was able to get back into bed and actually fall asleep for a few hours.


SAM GOODWIN


Among the most striking lessons I’ve learned through travel is that the overwhelming majority of people in the world are well intentioned, proud of their country, and happy to help others. I could write numerous books about the positivity I experienced in all corners of the world and the utter kindness and generosity of the human species. But here I am instead, writing one book about the isolated instance in which a small subset of people hijacked the entire narrative and gave a much larger group—in this case, virtually everyone else in the world—a bad reputation. I don’t like this narrative, and I don’t like the way that only bad or negative things tend to sell in our society today. I’ve never enjoyed sharing negativity, especially because I’ve truly experienced very little of it anywhere in the world. One of the reasons I put so much time into my travel blog was to share the beauty and positivity of lesser-known and negatively perceived places. Western media often tell us there are many places we’re not supposed to like, but these are the very same places in which I had many of my best, most memorable, and most positive experiences.


Unfortunately, on the night of May 25, 2019, as I was forced into my first-ever prison cell, the foundation of an unusually negative and challenging time was in place. Frankly, I didn’t even know for certain that I had been captured. Clearly, something had gone terribly wrong—here I was in a prison cell in rural Syria—but I still didn’t know why, and none of my captors seemed willing or able to explain it to me. As the metal door slammed shut, I looked around at my grim new surroundings—a windowless concrete room that I soon discovered measured exactly four steps by ten, with bullet holes gouged into the wall. The guards placed a flashlight on a shelf outside the cell door and pointed the narrow strip of light in my direction, creating a dimly lit prison cell setting similar to ones I had seen in horror movies. There were some bloodstains on the walls and a bare floor with just a blanket that was stained and crusted with who knows what bodily fluids.


Even then, I was still hoping that this had all been some misunderstanding, that these were Kurdish soldiers and there had been some snafu that would soon be resolved. The soldiers had grabbed me by the arms and pulled me out of the van, then marched me over to a building and put me in this tiny cell. Then, nothing. Nothing but me left alone to torment myself with questions and doubt. I tried to convince myself that these captors, whoever they were, had the wrong person and would soon figure out that I was not who they were after.


After a while, the door opened again. The guard gave me a plate with some boiled potatoes and a flat piece of bread that looked a bit like a tortilla. When I told the guard that I needed the toilet, he just pointed at the corner. But there was no toilet there. Clearly, they wanted me to live like a pig in a sty. When the door was closed, I peed in the corner, trying to keep the urine in as small an area as possible. Later, I really needed to poop and called for the guard again. Once more, he just pointed at the corner. But there was no way I was going to defecate in the space I had to live in. I had no idea how long I was going to be there. Thankfully, I had not eaten one of the pieces of flatbread when I had the potatoes. I carefully squatted over the bread, and when I was done, I rolled it into a shit sandwich and squeezed it through a small crevice in the wall. It felt like a small victory.


The first hours of captivity are a painful transition from the old, normal you to a new, untested person. I was facing an ordeal entirely alone, surrounded by people whose language I did not understand and for some crime I didn’t even know existed. I felt like I had committed suicide, like I had been removed from the earth, yet here I was, somehow still alive.


When I was growing up, I used to play video games with my brothers, and now, in this disorienting setting, I had the overpowering urge to hit the reset button, like my life was a game of Mario Kart and I had been forced by another player to crash off a cliff. Maybe I could just do that last bit again, make it right. In that cell, I also kept on half expecting Ashton Kutcher to swing open the door and yell, “You got punk’d!” It was as though all my old life references were being burned off as I hurtled into the strange atmosphere of this new world, a world in which I’d just been forced to shit on a piece of bread because there was no toilet.


I could easily understand why people break down in such situations. No doubt my abrupt isolation was partly intended to contribute to that process. After a while, though, I realized there was nothing I could do but wait. Since I’d been raised in a devoutly Catholic family, the prospect of absolute helplessness brought to mind an old expression that became a well-known country song, “Jesus, Take the Wheel.” Sitting on the floor of my cell, I repeated the phrase again and again. And when the panic rose in me, I’d remind myself that this was all a misunderstanding that would get straightened out sooner or later. Eventually, exhausted, I lay down and whispered prayers to myself before falling asleep on my soiled blanket.


I slept surprisingly well that night—the weather was warm and the summer heat had not yet set in—but when I opened my eyes I realized I was still lying on the floor of a prison cell. I didn’t know what time it was when the guards came in and deposited more unappetizing potatoes, which I ate anyway to keep my strength up. Then I sat, all that Sunday of Memorial Day weekend, knowing that my family was probably out on the lake in Michigan or saying goodbye to the wedding guests and heading home. I wondered what they were thinking and felt a looming terror and guilt about what they would have to undergo if I didn’t get out of here soon.


But there was no sign of movement until the evening. It must have been about five o’clock when the guards came in. They told me in broken English to move.


“Where?” I dared ask.


“Erbil,” said one of them who understood a tiny bit of English.


Now, that was great news, if true. Part of me—a very big part—wanted to believe them, that the bureaucratic glitch had been smoothed over. They took me outside into the courtyard and shoved me into the back of a van; then a group of soldiers climbed in next to me, filling the vehicle. It seemed we were driving back toward Qamishli. I allowed myself to hope that they’d realized I was a nobody and were sending me back to Iraq.


But then the driver pulled over onto the side of the desert road. He briefly made eye contact with the officer in charge and then pulled a blindfold out of his pocket and wrapped it around my eyes. That was when I realized I was not going home. The van started up again, but barely a minute later it stopped. There was a brief pause, a window opening, and I assumed we must have been going through a checkpoint. The vehicle moved forward, again only for a minute, then pulled up to a final halt. The doors slid open and I was pulled out of the vehicle. The officer took off my blindfold. In the gloomy light, I sensed there was something massive above us. I dared to glance up and realized we were standing under an enormous gray aircraft. We had pulled up right underneath it, on the tarmac of what appeared to be an airport.


One of the soldiers handcuffed my hands behind my back and I was bundled up a ladder into the cargo hold, then up again to a lower control room of the plane. They squeezed me into a small seat in what seemed like a crevice. There was some luggage that was loaded into the space in front of me—not mine—and a kid who looked to still be in his teens was left to watch me, his face serious and impassive. After about thirty minutes, an older guy in civilian clothes came and sat next to me as I clung to the last tattered shred of hope that we might be heading for Erbil.


We soon took off. It is a strange feeling to be on a plane and not know where it is going. It only reinforced that sense of powerlessness in me. As a coping strategy, I tried to cheer myself up with some humor—the only thing I knew for sure at this point was that I wasn’t going to get any frequent flier miles for this flight. It barely lifted my sense of dread, so I told myself instead to focus on controlling the things I could control, speak clearly if questioned, tell the truth, and try to remain composed.


It was getting dark outside now and impossible to tell which direction we were flying or how long we were in the air. My guess was that it was around an hour and a half. North was Turkey, east was Iraq and the safe haven of Erbil. Any other direction was all Syria.


I had no idea how long we would be flying, and with all the tension, I soon found I had to pee again. My escort understood enough to hand me a bottle and then handcuff me in front of my body. I shifted my body away from him as much as I could and managed to pee into the bottle.


When we landed, I still didn’t know where I was. It was clearly an airport, but I couldn’t see any signs in any language. I was led down the ladder again and into a white sedan. My escort from the plane got in beside me and blindfolded me as we drove out of the airfield. Just before he covered my eyes, I managed to turn for a second and glimpse at the aircraft in full. It was huge and very distinctive. I was later able to identify it as an Ilyushin Il-76, a huge Russian military workhorse sold to Moscow’s allies over the years. There were lots of people getting off after I’d been offloaded, walking down the loading ramp at the back. They all looked like civilians.


Once we were out of the airport and on the highway, the official sitting next to me took off my blindfold. After a few minutes of speeding through the darkness, I spotted a big road sign by the highway. It was in Arabic and English, and as we got closer, my heart sank. It said Damascus, with an arrow pointing straight ahead down the road we were speeding on. For many years, I had been wanting to visit Damascus, the world’s oldest continuously inhabited capital and among the most religiously and culturally significant places on earth. Of course, I could have never expected my visit to happen in this way.


My hunch was that having been flown to Damascus was not good, but I tried to comfort myself as best I could. I thought about the street in the old city called Straight Street, where Saint Paul had undergone his conversion to Christianity. My revelation was that I was finally going to make it to Damascus; however, I might also not be going anywhere ever again.


Right after we passed the sign, the blindfold went back on, a little like the story of Saint Paul, who I recalled was blinded for three days after his vision of Jesus and had to be led into the city. We drove for another twenty minutes or so before we stopped and got out of the car. I was guided over steps and curbs. There was a tiny wedge of light out of the bottom of the blindfold where I could just see the floor. We walked down some stairs, and when my escort took the blindfold off, I opened my eyes to discover that I was in the dungeon of a facility I later learned is called Syria’s Military Intelligence Branch 215, a prison notoriously known for housing political prisoners. It smelled like urine, like a back alley behind a row of nightclubs and bars.


A uniformed officer who spoke some English patted me down. He did a full cavity inspection, which meant squatting down so he could check my anus, another unpleasant first for me. They took my shoelaces, evidently so I wouldn’t be able to hang myself, and then I was led to a cell in the back of the filthy dungeon.


The guard spoke to me in broken English. “Food. Water. Toilet. Knock,” making a knocking motion against the inside of the cell door. “Otherwise, no talking.” Then he slammed the door and left.



STEPHANIE (STEPH) GOODWIN, 25, Sam’s younger sister



No one openly acted worried when Sam’s phone call dropped that weekend of the wedding. I was sitting in the back of the van as we drove to the hotel from Ann Arbor, listening on speakerphone. I just rolled my eyes a bit because at that point, a lot of us were basically done with Sam’s travels and ready for him to finish and move on with his life. I wasn’t following too closely and was never quite sure where he was those days. With so many countries that I knew very little about, it became a bit of a blur.


Sam and I were very close, though. When I graduated college in 2016, Sam got me an internship with his company in Singapore. I stayed with him for about six months in Asia, and of course we hung out a lot. We’re both fitness nuts, so we’d go for long runs together or work out and then eat at a popular place called SaladStop! I’d crash at his place, or he’d arrange for me to room with some of his many friends out there, including his Canadian friend Rob Martini, whom I got to know pretty well. Sam had a 200cc motorbike that we used to get around Singapore. We also went traveling throughout Southeast Asia. I knew this was my chance to have some fun and see the world before going back to the United States and finding a job, so Sam showed me some of his favorite spots. We went to the Philippines together, which was beautiful, and I did some solo traveling to Vietnam and Cambodia when he was busy at work. He knew the region and countries really well, so he helped me plan my trips.


It was a great time, and I could understand how the travel bug had bitten Sam, even though I was in Asia before he’d begun his methodical odyssey to visit every country in the world. That said, some of the places he’d been to sounded pretty unpleasant. The idea of going to North Korea did not appeal to me in the least. After six months of being based in Singapore, I couldn’t wait to get home and find a job—I sell real estate in Nashville—and start a family of my own. I know Sam is a very different person, though, and any kind of office job would be anathema to him. He has a very restless, curious mind. So when he called that day from Syria, I think we were all kind of hoping he’d get over the whole travel thing soon.


The wedding was a blast, with lots of dancing and catching up with old friends. I don’t think anyone was really thinking about that dropped call. The day after was Sunday, and the sister of the bride invited my sister, Betty, my brother David, and me to their family’s lake house in Michigan. Mom and Dad were heading back to St. Louis, and my other brother, Paul, had to get back to New York City, as he had a busy workweek ahead. It was beautiful down by the water, and we swam and chilled out in the garden for a bit, enjoying the long weekend.


It wasn’t until the following day, which was Memorial Day, that I began to get an inkling that something might not be quite right. As we were having lunch on the boat, out on the water, since it was such a pretty day, I got a text from my mom. It was on the family group chat, dubbed FAMJAM, and was asking if any of us had heard anything from Sam yet. I asked Betty and David, whose phones had pinged at the same time. They shook their heads. Then a message popped up from Paul, back in New York City. He hadn’t heard anything either. We all read his message, and I remember being on that boat and the sun was shining and it was a beautiful day, but I knew at that moment that this was going to be an issue. Sam was always so good about checking in with us, and I just had a really bad feeling all of a sudden. I looked around me and it all went kind of silent, and I remember not talking about it, just wondering if the others were also as worried, or if it was just me overreacting. We finished our lunch, though I couldn’t eat anything because I now had a pit in my stomach. The mood had shifted.


Later that afternoon, David drove me to the airport to catch a flight back to Nashville. I felt I had to say something.


“Hey, are you worried about Sam? Because I have a really bad feeling.”


David shook his head. “No, it’s going to be fine,” he said, very stoic. I didn’t believe him. I don’t think he even believed it himself, or he was just trying to comfort his younger sister.


Right after my plane landed in Nashville, my phone rang. It was Mom again. She sounded very worried. “If I don’t hear from him overnight, then we need to think about what we’re going to do,” she said. I agreed, though I had no idea what we would actually do in that case. I’m not sure Mom did either.


The next morning was Tuesday, and I was up at six for a workout before an early morning house-showing at eight. I was drinking my smoothie when Mom rang again. Mom was now in an intense problem-solving mode. “I don’t know where he is—he didn’t make it out on his flight out of Iraq,” she said.


She asked me to call Rob Martini, Sam’s best buddy and confidant. Sam had always shared the details of his travel itineraries with Rob. I said I’d call him, since I knew him pretty well from our Singapore days. Then Mom asked me if I remembered the name of the British singer who’d helped Sam with his Syria travel plans. Joss Stone, I recalled. She was pretty famous and had won a Grammy for her jazz and blues album. I said I’d dig out her details and contact her.


I felt sick to my stomach after that call. I couldn’t even finish my smoothie. But I had a property to show, so I showered and got dressed and rushed through the viewing as quickly as I could, all the time on autopilot. Fortunately, the prospective buyers were people I knew quite well, so they didn’t remark on how distracted I was acting.


As soon as I got out of the house, I jumped in my car and looked up Joss Stone on Instagram. She was pretty easy to find.




Hey Joss—this is Stephanie, Sam Goodwin’s sister. We heard that you helped Sam get travel documentation for Syria and we are concerned because no one from our family has heard from him since Saturday. Would there be any way you could give us the name and contact info for the person who helped Sam cross the Iraq-Syria border? Or anyone else that may have some info about where he is??


Please email or call us any time!!





I added Mom’s phone and email at the end. I had no idea whether Joss Stone even read her messages on Instagram. She was an internationally famous rock star, after all, but Sam had spoken very warmly of her.


Then I called Rob. No answer. I knew he’d be in the office already—he works in finance in Toronto—but I couldn’t wait. I tried again. Nothing. Five minutes later, he called back.


No “hello,” no niceties. As soon as I had him on the line, I blurted out, “Where’s Sam?”



ROB MARTINI, 30, Sam’s close friend



The second I saw Steph’s name appear on my phone screen, I knew something was wrong.


I’d talked to Sam on Saturday morning, when he had just checked in to his hotel. He was excited and buoyant to be in Qamishli. Interestingly though, we didn’t really talk much about Syria. Sam and I have been friends for over a decade. We met in the fall of 2008 at Niagara University in upstate New York where we were both incoming freshmen on the Division I hockey team. We enjoyed our time as student-athletes, although Sam’s serious concussions meant he didn’t get to play much of our senior year. That did, however, give him a head start on job hunting and eventually landed him a gig in Singapore.


The NCAA level was also the end of my formal hockey career, and in early 2013, Sam called from Singapore and said he’d just joined a new start-up that needed a head of finance ASAP. I was twenty-four, still sorting out my initial professional moves and looking for new experiences. I ended up interviewing with Sam’s company, accepting the job, and spending the next five years living and working in Singapore. It was a fantastic experience, especially because Sam and I were together in Asia. While based overseas, we went on some memorable trips, including taking a team of goodwill ambassadors to North Korea to coach and play against their national hockey team, and helping design an outdoor ice rink in the mountains of northern Pakistan. When I got married in 2014, Sam was my best man. Essentially, Sam is the brother I never had.


By 2019, however, I had moved back to Toronto. I was starting a new job and buying a house, and my wife was pregnant with our first child. That was what Sam and I mostly talked about for an hour when he called from Syria, not the backwater desert town he was visiting for a few days. But after he and I spoke on the phone that day, I was so busy with everything else going on in my life that I didn’t notice on Monday that he hadn’t gotten in touch with me when he was supposed to be out of Syria and back in Iraq. So when Steph’s name came up on my phone, it was like a bucket of cold water had been dumped on me. I know Steph well. She crashed at my place in Singapore and invited me to her wedding, but she would almost never just call me. I nodded my way through the rest of the morning meeting with my boss and, as soon as I could, called her back.


Steph sounded deeply worried. There was no beating around the bush. I told her I had spoken to Sam on Saturday and that he sounded fine to me. Because of the time difference between Syria and the United States and Canada, we weren’t initially sure if I had spoken to Sam before or after the dropped phone call with his mom in the van. Either way, no one had heard from him for three days and there was no indication he had ever gotten out of Syria.


When Sam was in Qamishli, he had sent me all the contact details for the trip. Even though Sam adventurously traveled to off-the-beaten-path places like Syria, he was always meticulous in his safety planning. I called Simon, the man who had helped Sam set up the trip. He seemed to have almost been expecting my call. The only contact he had in common with Sam was Joss Stone, and he hadn’t been able to reach her. Although Simon had organized the journey, it was a friend of his who had actually been scheduled to meet Sam in Qamishli and serve as his guide. Simon knew Sam had been dropped off at the hotel, and his friend in Qamishli had eventually gone to the Asia Hotel when Sam didn’t show up at the restaurant for their rendezvous. The hotel had told Simon that Sam had checked in and that as far as they knew, his bags were still in his room. They had gone and knocked on the door, and when he didn’t answer, they eventually looked inside. There was no sign of Sam.


“But the town is under Kurdish control, right?” I asked Simon. “There was nothing that could have happened to him?”


It was at this point when Simon told me that not all of Qamishli was under Kurdish control. A very small section was still held by the Syrian regime. Assad’s forces were in control of the airport on the edge of town and also small, arbitrary pockets of the downtown area. One of these spots in the city, known colloquially as the “Bermuda Triangle,” is a pocket in which people have been known to simply vanish without a trace. Simon explained that even to locals, the landscape of Qamishli can be confusing and precarious.
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