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They wanted a honeymoon. They got a hostage situation. The breakfast was excellent though!
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Josh and Laura Harper have been married for five years, and in that time they've mastered the art of being responsible adults, paying bills, saving for a house they can't quite afford, and living the kind of sensible life that doesn't include vacations. 

When Laura discovers a Getawayr deal offering five nights at a luxury Caribbean eco-resort for just $347, she sees it as their chance to finally have the romantic getaway they've been putting off. 

Josh sees it as obviously too good to be true. 

But Laura's optimism wins out, and soon they're on a plane to paradise. Except "paradise" turns out to be Paraíso Estates, a half-built resort run by Derek, an overly cheerful manager with a suspicious smile and a phone that never stops buzzing. 

The place is beautiful, the food is incredible, and they're the only guests. Well, almost. There's one other couple, the nervous Vandermeres, who disappear after the first night. 

When Josh and Laura start asking questions, they discover that their discount vacation package comes with an unexpected bonus: a front-row seat to an international smuggling operation. 

What follows is a comedy of errors as Josh and Laura attempt to escape from a resort they willingly paid to visit. 

Along the way, Derek offers them "employment opportunities" in his "logistics business" (that's drug smuggling, but with better branding), and they discover that the worst vacation of your life makes for the best story.

"Five Stars, Would Not Recommend" is a darkly comedic thriller about what happens when optimism meets reality, discount travel meets organized crime, and two ordinary people find themselves in an extraordinarily terrible situation. 

It's a story about student loans, bad decisions, excellent Caribbean cuisine, and the lengths people will go to for a honeymoon that doesn't involve a Holiday Inn in Indianapolis. 

This novel combines the humor of everyday marital dynamics with the tension of a crime caper, all set against the backdrop of a tropical paradise that's slightly more criminal than advertised.
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Chapter 1: The best $347 We’ll Ever Spend
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Josh Harper was three bites into his Tuesday morning cereal when his wife slid her phone across the kitchen table with the kind of deliberate casualness that meant he was about to lose an argument he didn't know they were having.

"Don't freak out," Laura said.

"You just guaranteed I'm going to freak out." He looked at the phone screen. Something called "Paraíso Estates Luxury Eco-Resort" stared back at him in aggressively tropical fonts. "What am I looking at?"

"Our honeymoon."

Josh set down his spoon. They'd been married for five years. Their honeymoon had been two nights at a Holiday Inn in Indianapolis because Laura's student loan payment had come due the week after the wedding and his car had needed a new transmission. The Holiday Inn had been nice. It had continental breakfast.

"I'm confused," he said.

"I found a Getawayr, it’s like a discount travel coupon, they specialize in discount vacations!" Laura was doing that thing where she smiled too much, which meant she'd already decided this was happening and was just letting him catch up. "Five nights at a five-star eco-resort in Costa Rica. All inclusive. $347 total."

"For both of us?"

"For both of us!"

Josh picked up the phone and scrolled. The photos showed white sand beaches, infinity pools, and the kind of outdoor showers that required a certain level of confidence he didn't possess. The resort looked like something from Laura's Pinterest board, which he knew existed but pretended he didn't because she got self-conscious when he teased her about it.

"This is $347 for a reason," he said.

"The reason is it's a Getawayr. That's how Getawayr works."

"The reason is we're going to get there and find out the 'resort' is actually a time-share presentation in a condemned Pizza Hut."

Laura grabbed her phone back. "You haven't even read the description. Look, infinity pool, private beach access, gourmet meals prepared by trained chefs, yoga at sunrise..."

"Do you do yoga?"

"I could do yoga. That's not the point."

Josh returned to his cereal, which had gone soggy while they talked. This felt like a metaphor. "How did you even find this?"

"I have alerts set up." She said this like it was normal. "For honeymoons, tropical vacations, adventure travel, eco-tourism..."

"How many alerts do you have?"

"That's not important. What's important is that we can finally take a real honeymoon. A proper one. The kind where we leave the country and don't spend the whole time worrying about how much everything costs."

"We'd be worrying about how much everything costs because it only cost $347. That's like... nine tanks of gas. That's less than our electric bill. Places that cost less than our monthly electric bill are concerning, Laura."

She pulled up something on her phone, photos, he realized. Photos she'd already saved. A sunset over water. A bed with one of those mosquito net canopy things that looked romantic in pictures but definitely had spiders in it. Two wicker chairs facing the ocean with fruity drinks on the armrests.

"Look at this," she said, turning the phone toward him. "Doesn't this look amazing?"

It did look amazing. It also looked photoshopped.

"What's the catch?" he asked.

"There's no catch! It's just, they're trying to build awareness. Getting the resort's name out there. Introductory pricing."

"Introductory pricing to what? A kidnapping?"

"Oh my god, you're so dramatic." But she was smiling, because she knew he was going to cave. He always caved. Five years of marriage had proven that his default setting was 'eventual agreement with Laura's plans.'

Josh took the phone again and actually read the fine print. "'Paraíso Estates, where luxury meets nature in harmony.' That's not a sentence. That's three different marketing departments fighting."

"Keep reading."

"'Nestled in the pristine coastal rainforest of Central America.' They won't even say which country?"

"It's Costa Rica. It says so right there."

"It says 'near Costa Rica.' Near. That's concerning."

"You find everything concerning."

"I work in IT. Everything is concerning." He scrolled further. "Laura. Look at this reviews section."

"The reviews are great!"

"The reviews are suspiciously great. Listen to this one: 'Paraíso Estates changed my life. I arrived stressed and departed enlightened. The resort staff anticipated my every need. Five stars is not enough stars.' That's not how humans talk. That's how AI talks when you tell it to write a positive review."

Laura snatched the phone back. "Okay, fine, maybe that one's a little much. But look at this one: 'Great value, beautiful location, friendly staff.' See? Normal."

"That one's for a completely different resort in Thailand."

"What?"

"Wrong resort. Look at the top. 'Patong Beach Paradise Resort.' Someone copy-pasted the wrong review."

Laura squinted at the screen, then waved her hand dismissively. "That's just a website error. That happens."

"That happening is also concerning."

She set the phone down and looked at him with those eyes that meant she was about to get sincere, which was his kryptonite and she knew it. "Josh. We've been married for five years. Five years. We've been saving for a house down payment for three of those years and we're not even close. We have $2,400 in our vacation fund that we haven't touched because we keep saying we'll wait until we can afford something nice. But something nice costs $3,000. Then it costs $4,000. Then it costs whatever we don't have."

"That's because we're responsible..."

"I know we're responsible. I'm so tired of being responsible." She wasn't smiling anymore. "I want one thing. One irresponsible thing. I want to go somewhere with a beach and drinks with umbrellas in them and wake up without an alarm. I want to tell people at work that we went to Costa Rica instead of explaining again why we can't afford to go anywhere because Matt's dental insurance barely covers hygienists and you're still paying off student loans from a degree you're not even using..."

"Okay."

Laura stopped. "What?"

"Okay. Let's do it."

"Really?"

"Really." He picked up his soggy cereal spoon and pointed it at her. "But when we get there and it's a murder resort, I'm saying I told you so."

"It's not going to be a murder resort."

"When the resort manager is wearing a necklace made of previous guests' teeth, I'm going to look at you and silently mouth 'I told you so.'"

"Deal." Laura was already pulling the phone back, fingers flying across the screen. "I'm booking it right now before you change your mind."

"I'm not going to change my mind."

"You changed your mind about the Costco membership three times in one afternoon."

"That was different. The Costco membership wanted me to buy a kayak."

Laura wasn't listening anymore. She was reading terms and conditions at a speed that suggested she wasn't actually reading them, just acknowledging their existence before clicking 'agree.' Josh recognized this behavior. This was how they'd ended up with a subscription to a meal kit service that sent them ingredients for recipes neither of them wanted to cook.

"What's the cancellation policy?" he asked.

"There isn't one."

"Laura."

"It's fine! We're not going to cancel. We're going to have an amazing time. We deserve this." She looked up, grinning. "I already told my mom we're going."

"You told your mom before you told me?"

"I told her three weeks ago when I first found the deal. I had to make sure the dates would work for her to water our plants."

"We don't have plants."

"We're going to get plants. To prepare for having a yard when we eventually buy a house." She was typing in credit card numbers now. "I also maybe mentioned it to Rebecca at work. And possibly everyone in the break room when I showed them the pictures."

"So, this whole conversation was a formality."

"This whole conversation was me being nice and including you in the decision-making process." The phone made a cheerful dinging sound. "Okay! We're booked. Confirmation number and everything."

Josh looked at the calendar on the wall, the free one from their insurance company with photos of covered bridges. They'd circled their fifth anniversary in red marker three months ago, back when circling seemed like planning. "We're really doing this."

"We're really doing this." Laura stood up and kissed the top of his head, which she could only do while he was sitting down. "I'm going to make us a packing list. Do you think we need malaria pills?"

"I think if we need malaria pills, that's another red flag about this resort."

"I'll google it." She was already walking toward the bedroom, probably to start a new Pinterest board called 'Costa Rica Packing' or 'Eco-Resort Outfits' or something equally optimistic. "This is going to be amazing!" she called back. "The reviews said the chef trained in France!"

"The fake reviews written by bots," Josh muttered to his soggy cereal.

But he was smiling anyway. Because Laura was excited, and Laura excited was worth whatever sketchy resort experience $347 could buy them. Probably.

He pulled out his own phone and typed "Paraíso Estates reviews" into Google. The first result was the Getawayr page. The second result was a TripAdvisor listing with exactly three reviews, all five stars, all posted on the same day three months ago.

Josh bookmarked the page for the U.S. Embassy in Costa Rica.

Just in case.
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Chapter 2: Luxury Travel
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The first flight was fine, which Josh knew meant the universe was saving the disaster for later.

They'd left Indianapolis at 6 a.m., which required waking up at 3:30 a.m., which meant Laura had been too excited to sleep and Josh had been awake listening to her not sleeping while pretending to be asleep himself. She'd packed and repacked her carry-on twice, reorganized her toiletries into smaller bottles that met TSA requirements, and charged her phone three separate times even though it had been at 100% since midnight.

The flight to Miami was uneventful in the way that domestic flights on major airlines were uneventful, cramped, slightly delayed, and featuring a middle-aged man in the row behind them who'd apparently never encountered the concept of headphones. But they'd survived. Laura had watched the in-flight entertainment. Josh had watched Laura watch the in-flight entertainment and wondered if he should tell her she'd had her finger hovering over the screen for ten minutes without actually selecting anything.

Miami International Airport was huge and confusing and full of people who knew where they were going, which made Josh and Laura extremely obvious as people who did not. They'd wandered through three terminals before finding their connecting gate, which turned out to be less of a gate and more of a hallway with a hand-written sign that said "Regional Carriers - Gates 1-4."

"This is fine," Laura said, looking at the sign.

"You keep saying things are fine in a tone that suggests they're not fine," Josh said.

"They're fine! We're just... transitioning from the big plane to the smaller plane. That's how you get to remote luxury destinations."

The "smaller plane" turned out to be generous. What waited for them on the tarmac was something Josh would have described as "a van with wings" if he was being charitable, or "a flying death trap held together with duct tape and prayer" if he was being honest.

"That's not a plane," he said. "That's a mechanical failure waiting for an audience."

"It's a prop plane!" Laura was doing her aggressive cheerfulness thing, which meant her voice went up half an octave and she smiled with too many teeth. "Prop planes are charming! They're vintage!"

"Tetanus is also vintage. Doesn't mean I want to experience it."

There were exactly twelve seats on the plane, six rows of two, with an aisle you couldn't walk down without turning sideways. Josh was pretty sure he'd seen bigger planes in the toys section at Target. The pilot looked approximately nineteen years old and was wearing cargo shorts.

"The pilot is wearing cargo shorts," Josh said to Laura, who was already buckling herself into the window seat.

"So? It's warm here. Cargo shorts are practical."

"Pilots wear uniforms. Uniforms inspire confidence. Cargo shorts inspire concerns about whether he knows how to fly a plane or if he just watched a YouTube video."

The pilot, whose name tag said "Brad," which didn't help, was doing a walk-around inspection that seemed to consist mostly of kicking the tires and nodding to himself. Josh watched him tap one of the propellers like he was checking if it was ripe.

"We can still not do this," Josh said, sitting down next to Laura. "We can go back to that Miami hotel we saw with the indoor pool. We can call this our honeymoon. Miami is tropical."

"Miami is not Costa Rica."

"Miami has fewer opportunities for crashing into the ocean in a plane held together with hope."

"You're being dramatic." Laura pulled out her phone and took a selfie of both of them, Josh's anxiety face fully visible. "First international flight!" she narrated, typing. "En route to paradise!"

"En route to explain to investigators how we ended up at the bottom of the Caribbean," Josh muttered.

The other passengers were filing in now, a couple in their sixties wearing matching visors and fanny packs, a sunburned man who immediately fell asleep, and a woman with a parrot in a carrier who loaded it into the overhead compartment like this was completely normal.

"There's a parrot," Josh said.

"I see the parrot."

"On our plane. There's a parrot on our plane."

"Birds fly all the time. The parrot is probably more qualified to be on this plane than we are."

Brad the pilot squeezed past them to get to the cockpit, which wasn't so much a separate room as a slightly different area with a curtain that didn't close all the way. Josh could see directly into it. He could see all the switches and buttons and concerning blinking lights.

"I can see into the cockpit," he said.

"That's fun! It's like a tour."

"It's like evidence for the FAA investigation."

The engines started with a sound that Josh's car made right before it needed $800 worth of repairs. Laura squeezed his hand.

"Smaller planes are actually safer," she said. "I read that."

"Where did you read that?"

"I don't remember. The internet. But it was a credible source."

"Was the credible source trying to sell you a ticket on a small plane?"

"You know what? You're going to feel so silly when we land safely and everything is beautiful and perfect."

The plane started moving. Then it started moving faster. Then it was making a noise Josh was fairly certain planes shouldn't make, a sort of rhythmic grinding that suggested moving parts were considering whether they wanted to keep moving.

"What is that sound?" Josh asked.

"What sound?"

"That sound. The grinding sound. The sound of mechanical death."

"I don't hear anything."

She definitely heard it. Everyone heard it. The man across the aisle was gripping his armrests. The parrot was squawking. Even Brad the pilot looked concerned, and he was allegedly the one making this happen on purpose.

The plane lifted off the runway at an angle that felt aggressive. Josh's stomach stayed on the ground while the rest of him achieved flight. Through the window, Miami got smaller very quickly, which was either impressive or terrifying, and Josh was leaning toward terrifying.

"See?" Laura said, still death-gripping his hand. "We're fine! We're flying! We're having an adventure!"

The plane hit turbulence approximately forty-five seconds after takeoff. Not regular turbulence, the kind of turbulence that made the oxygen masks drop in disaster movies. The whole plane shook like it was being operated by someone learning to use a jackhammer.

"This is normal!" Laura shouted over the noise, which had escalated from grinding to what Josh could only describe as metallic screaming. "Totally normal! Prop planes are just bumpier!"

"We're going to die!"

"We're not going to die! You just have to..." The plane dropped about fifteen feet in one second. Laura's sentence ended in a noise that wasn't quite a scream but definitely wasn't calm. "...have to trust the process!"

Josh looked at Brad the pilot, who was talking into his headset with the kind of casual tone that suggested this was either completely routine or he'd already accepted his fate. Probably the second one.

The parrot was having a full meltdown in its carrier. Josh felt a kinship with the parrot.

"How long is this flight?" he asked.

"Ninety minutes!"

"Ninety minutes of this?"

"Think of it as a roller coaster! A fun roller coaster that takes us to our dream vacation!"

"I hate roller coasters!"

"Since when?"

"Since right now!"

The plane hit another pocket of air that felt less like turbulence and more like free fall. Laura made a noise. The sleeping man woke up, looked around in panic, and immediately tried to go back to sleep, which Josh respected as a coping strategy.

For the next hour and seventeen minutes, Josh counted, the plane rattled, shook, dropped, climbed, and made sounds that definitely weren't in the promotional materials. Laura maintained her death grip on his hand and her aggressive optimism in equal measure, narrating their experience like she was recording a travel vlog.

"The views are incredible!" she said, gesturing at the window, where clouds obscured absolutely everything.

"I can't see anything."

"Well, when the clouds clear, I'm sure the views will be incredible."

"If we survive to see them."

"You know what? I'm choosing to focus on the positive. We're on an adventure. We're doing something spontaneous and exciting. We're..." Another drop. Another noise from Laura that she tried to disguise as enthusiasm. "...making memories!"

Josh closed his eyes and tried to remember what solid ground felt like.

The descent was somehow worse than the flight. Brad the pilot announced they were "beginning our approach," which apparently meant "dropping out of the sky in a barely controlled spiral." Through the window, Josh could see the coastline appearing, green jungle, white beaches, and a landing strip that looked about as long as his driveway.

"That runway looks short," he said.

"It's fine!"

"Laura. Look at that runway."

She looked. Her smile faltered for half a second before she reconstructed it. "It's... appropriately sized for this type of aircraft."

"You don't know that."

"I'm trusting the process!"

The plane hit the runway like a bag of cement dropped from a ladder. They bounced. They bounced again. Josh heard something scrape underneath them that sounded expensive. Then they were rolling, slowing, and eventually, miraculously, stopping.

The cabin was silent except for the parrot, who was cursing in what sounded like Spanish.

"We made it!" Laura announced to no one in particular. "See? I told you it would be fine!"

Josh's hands were shaking. His legs were shaking. Several internal organs he couldn't name were shaking. "I need to stand on ground that isn't moving."

"That's the spirit!"

They filed off the plane onto a tarmac that was cracked and weedy and absolutely beautiful because it was stationary. The airport, and Josh was being generous calling it an airport, consisted of one small building with a tile roof, no air conditioning, and a single baggage claim that was just a guy standing next to a cart throwing luggage onto the floor.

"Welcome to Costa Rica!" Laura said, taking another selfie. "Doesn't this feel authentic?"

"It feels like we're in a place where regulations came to die," Josh said.

But they'd made it. They were here. The hard part was over.

A man in a faded polo shirt was holding a sign that said "PARAISO ESTATES" with one 'S' missing and the 'I' dotted with what looked like a coffee stain.

"That's our ride!" Laura grabbed Josh's arm and waved enthusiastically at the man, who did not wave back.

The van, because of course it was a van, was white, or had been white at some point in its history before the jungle claimed it. It was the kind of vehicle that had definitely seen things. Possibly illegal things. The driver, whose name they'd never learn, spoke exactly zero English and responded to all of Laura's friendly questions with a blank stare and a noncommittal grunt.

"How far to the resort?" Laura asked.

Grunt.

"Is it a nice drive?"

Grunt.

"This is great," Josh whispered. "Very informative. Really feeling the customer service."

They loaded their luggage, which had survived the flight but looked like it had opinions about the experience, into the back of the van. The interior smelled like cigarettes, air freshener, and something that might have been a deceased animal at some point in the recent past.

Laura buckled her seatbelt and smiled. Josh buckled his and started mentally composing his will.

The road to Paraíso Estates was not a road. It was a suggestion of where a road might go if roads existed in this part of the world. They left the airport area and immediately transitioned onto a dirt path full of potholes that the driver navigated with the kind of aggressive confidence that suggested he'd never heard of shock absorbers.

"This is very authentic!" Laura shouted over the noise of the van's suspension dying in real-time.

"This is very terrifying!"

"We're seeing the real Costa Rica! Not the touristy parts!"

"There's a reason the touristy parts have paved roads!"

The driver swerved around a pothole the size of a kiddie pool, nearly sideswiping a chicken that was crossing the road for reasons Josh would never know. Then he stopped entirely, honked twice, and a man appeared from the jungle carrying what looked like a machete and a plastic bag.

The driver opened the back door.

The man got in.

"Hi," Laura said, because Laura said hi to everyone.

The man nodded at her and sat down, machete across his lap, like this was completely normal.

"We're picking up hitchhikers," Josh said quietly.

"It's fine! It's probably his regular carpool. This is how communities work in rural areas."

"His carpool involves a machete."

"Maybe he's a farmer. Farmers use machetes."

"Farmers also use roads."

They drove for another ten minutes, bouncing through ruts and around corners that seemed designed to test whether human necks could rotate 360 degrees. The jungle on both sides was thick and green and looked like it was actively trying to reclaim the path they were driving on. Twice, Josh saw birds he couldn't name. Once, he saw something moving in the trees that might have been a monkey or might have been a hallucination brought on by fear.
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