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Fairfax, VA – I recently developed a problem in my right hip.  I had suffered no trauma of which I was aware – my hip joint just suddenly started to have pain when I walked.  Starting from the time I had back surgery (a laminectomy and fusion operation) four years ago, I have had minor discomfiture in this same hip, but only when I lie on my right side in bed at night.  This is a very small price to pay for the wonders of the surgery which allowed me to walk again without pain and to resume a “normal” life.
However, this new pain was different.  It felt as if there was a dull ache directly in the hip joint as my right foot hit the ground during walking.  Having experienced numerous aches and pains as I have progressed through my later decades of life, I have learned not to react immediately to any new pain until it persists at least two weeks.  Then I cry uncle and call my primary care provider, Dr. Robin Merlino.  As a result, I rarely have had to use Dr. Merlino’s services because most of these annoying aches disappear when given a tincture of time (a phrase which we heard for the first time from one of the doctors treating me when I was in a coma following my heart transplant operation in 1994).

But this hip thing persisted.  So I arranged an appointment with Merlino.  She has been my internal medicine M.D. for nearly 30 years now, and she knows me and my medical history well.  She has also become a good friend with whom I like to chat about our families, our likes and dislikes, and life in general.  Above all, she is a superb physician.  
Dr. Merlino examined my hip and maneuvered it through several positions.  She did not need to ask me “Does this hurt?” because when there was pain, I literally jumped.  Her diagnosis after these rudimentary tests was that the hip joint itself was not the problem, but that the pain was most likely muscular-related, and most probably an injury to the “IT band.”  Noticing my unfamiliarity with the term, she explained that this was shorthand for the iliotibial band, a tendon which is a thick band of fibrous tissue running from the hip downward to the outside of the tibia (shin bone) just below the knee.  I also learned that this injury is a common sports injury, most often from overuse or bad shoes.  For immediate treatment she recommended anti-inflammation medication such as Advil (or in my case, Tylenol, due to concerns about kidney issues) and possibly heat applied directly to the area of the pain.   But she also wanted to me to obtain x-rays of the hip that same day to rule out any major bone issues, and to consider getting a CAT scan of the area at a later date.  (She knows that I cannot have any MRI due to my having a pacemaker).  In the event that the pain persisted, she gave me a third prescription to use at a pain center to obtain a cortisone injection in the affected area.
So off I went to a local radiological center to have the x-ray. As anyone familiar with current medical practice in the United States will tell you, the very first item of business at the radiological center has nothing to do with treatment, but everything to do with insurance and payment.  Having two levels of medical insurance (Medicare and Tricare), I produced my cards and, after a surprisingly short wait, was being x-rayed.   Three hours later I received a phone call from Dr. Merlino telling me that the structure of my hip was normal, and that my pain was very likely due to a muscle or tendon issue as she had diagnosed earlier.
What bothers me about this entire episode is that at no time was the cost of the treatment or procedure mentioned or discussed.  Because my insurances are on file with Merlino’s office, I did not even have to discuss my coverage or form of payment with her staff.  I have no idea what the office visit cost, nor will I ever have to pay anything directly out of pocket.  I assume that my insurances will cover the total cost of the x-ray, including the fee for the radiologist who read the x-ray and submitted a report to Merlino.  I will ultimately, of course, receive an “Explanation of Benefits” in the mail detailing how much was charged by the providers, how much was paid by each insurance, how much was written off by the doctor and the radiology center, and how much co-pay I am responsible for (most likely zero in this case).  God knows what a CAT scan would have cost, or the visit(s) to have pain injections into the hip region.  

I know of no other section of our national economy that operates in this manner in which cost is never discussed.  How can I determine which radiology center I should visit (there were several choices available locally) if I had been concerned about cost?   If I were purchasing a major appliance, I certainly would be doing some comparison shopping, and I guarantee you that these medical procedures cost far more than a new washing machine.  Those three prescriptions for follow-up treatment would probably cost more than ten thousand dollars if I had chosen to pursue those routes.
Our entire medical “system” in the United States remains broken.  I have no idea how to fix it, but it certainly appears that Obamacare is not the answer.  Regardless, I am hoping that my hip pain goes away.  The bottle of Advil cost me about six bucks.
I thought that you might like to know.
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