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At sea - On a whim exactly one week ago I decided that we needed a cruise.  My wife and I had just finished the Christmas holidays and I had two weeks before I was to begin an 8-week long teaching assignment.  We had no medical appointments or commitments in the near future, so WHY NOT?.  Our last cruise had been at least 25 years ago, and in the intervening time our travels had been taken us all over the world, but never on a cruise.  And it was early January with weather in northern Virginia not typically warm or enjoyable, so a trip to the Caribbean suddenly sounded most appealing.
I decided to look online for some “last minute cruise specials.”  As I suspected there were tons of options, and most seemed legit.   I knew from my earlier experiences many years ago that cruise lines will do almost anything to fill cabins on their ships because they make no money off of an empty cabin.  In fact, much of the profit for cruise ship owners comes not from the fare to get aboard, but from the money that passengers spend once an aboard.  Although food is included as part of the ticket price, drinks are not and there are a myriad of other purchases aboard to separate you from our money. More of the “myriad” later.
At any rate, once I made the decision to book a cruise, everything else flowed quickly.  I found several options for ships taking 7-8 day cruises in the Caribbean, the time frame which fit my schedule and at least 10 which were scheduled to leave in a few days.  From prior experience I knew that our favorite part of the Caribbean is Puerto Rico and south, so I selected a very good deal on a Royal Caribbean cruise out of Miami headed in that direction leaving in three days.  I then used airline miles to book flights to and from Florida, and soon we were packing our bags.
Three days later we arrived at the Miami airport and quickly found the Royal Caribbean shuttle.  Within 30 minutes we were in the boarding area at the cruise ship piers next to the Oasis of the Seas, our home for the next week.  The ship is huge, far larger than the ones on which we had sailed many years ago.  It is nearly 1200 feet in length, 215 feet wide, has a draft of 30 feet and displaces over 236,000 tons of water.  We had one of the 2800 staterooms which serve 6700 guests.  The crew which makes this ship work consists of nearly 2200, meaning that there can be nearly 9000 aboard this vessel.
Security to get aboard is even more stringent than getting on an airplane.  It took us nearly an hour to arrive at our stateroom (fortunately, by taking the cruise line shuttle to the ship, we did not have to worry about our suitcases...they magically appeared at our room on the 11th deck).  
The Oasis of the Seas is almost indescribable.  It is built for pleasure...total, decadent pleasure.   There are bars everywhere, and patrons who like booze (not us) purchase drink packages.  These are extremely pricey, $75 per person per day, but convenient if you plan to guzzle unlimited drinks throughout the cruise.  Although there are swimming pools and water slides, cruise ship operators have figured out that whirlpools tubs are far more a favorite for adults if only because customers can sit in the warm water with their drinks.  There are eight restaurants providing free food, and 13 others where you can pay extra for specialty food items, such as sushi or Starbucks.  Other amenities include a zip line, laser tag, an escape room, the largest gym I have seen, a jogging track, rock climbing walls, a carousel, numerous sports courts (including pickle ball), miniature golf, a library, water slides through chutes, and a slide tunnel which curves down 5 decks - to name only some of the attractions.  Of course, there is a large casino which offers all the usual games found in Vegas.  There are also shops for every type of high-end purchase imaginable, such as Gucci, Armani...etc.  Once again, you might think that you are in Vegas.
Perhaps the most significant way to separate passengers from their money is the excursion packages available in each port visited.  In Labadee, Haiti, for example, there are 28 different tours available ranging in price from $19.75 to $579.00 (we chose a “kayak adventure” for $39.75 each).  One of the most popular choices was the “Dragon’s Breath Flight Line” - this is 2600 ft zip line from a mountain over the ocean...it cost $99.00.  There were comparable packages in our other two ports, San Juan and Philipsburg, San Maarten.
The most surprising aspect of the cruise has been the number of children aboard.  Cruise line operators have figured out that there are big bucks available if you can provide “fun” for all ages.  There are water parks for kids aboard and all sorts of activities for youngsters, teens, and all age groups.  This is a distinct change from our cruises during the 1980’s and 90’s.
I can definitely report that the Oasis of the Seas has been a very enjoyable (and affordable) experience for us.   I am already contemplating a similar excursion next January!
I thought you might like to know.
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