How Much Would You Pay..?
by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC – For approximately the past four years I have been suffering pain in my right leg whenever I walked or stood for a period of time.  As the intensity of the pain increased over the years, I tried various remedies to relieve, or reduce its effect.  I saw a chiropractor for perhaps 5-6 visits, and nothing which he did had any beneficial effect.  I then saw a “pain specialist” who gave me injections of cortisone in the area of my spine where he felt that the nerve going to my right leg was being pinched.  The first two of these shots did give me temporary relief, but after about 3-4 weeks, the pain returned.  The third shot was a total bust – I could barely walk for the following 5 days.  When I returned to see the pain specialist, his response was, “You need surgery.”
Still I held out hope that I could find some remedy to avoid “the knife.”  A friend recommended that I see her “myofascial pain specialist” who had helped to eliminate various chronic pain.  So I had two sessions with this myofascial expert.  She told me that she could definitely help me because the pain in my right leg was coming from “tension deep within my back muscles and was traveling through nerves” to my right leg.  Her solution was a set of exercises and stretches designed “to stimulate my mind and body’s natural healing powers, which would, in time, alleviate, or even eliminate, the pain”.  These sessions took place in her small office in a rather seedy building.  Soothing background music played in the background while her white poodle lay on the carpet next to me.  She assured me that although she was not a doctor, she had studied under the great so-and-so [I do not recall the name].  I liked this lady, because she was, as myself, a season ticket holder for the Washington Wizards. So we talked basketball while she and the poodle stretched my muscles.  Unfortunately, my pain not only did not subside, it became worse.
So, with no other options, I finally followed my wife’s advice to see an orthopedic surgeon.  This fellow took x-rays and immediately showed me my problem.  I had scoliosis in the lumbar region of my back and probable spinal stenosis, that is, a narrowing of the spinal canal leading to a compression of the nerve leading to my right leg.  However, he told me, he was strictly a cervical (neck) specialist, but that the “best guy in the region for lumbar surgery” was a friend of his at Georgetown University Hospital.  He even took out his cell phone and made an appointment for me with this doctor’s nurse.
We went to Georgetown and saw the surgeon.  He concurred with the diagnosis, but told me frankly that surgery may make my problem worse, may not help it at all, but would probably make me much better.  He said that he would not operate if he did not think that there was a reasonable chance for success.  The choice was mine. I liked his direct approach.

We spent the next 5 weeks thinking of our options, which were now (1) do nothing and live with the pain, or (2) have the back surgery.  We chose number 2.

The operation took place in early July and 4 days later I was out of the hospital.  I was walking, and had little pain from the surgery, but I did have continuous hiccups – for 7 days!  This was a very difficult period, especially at night when trying to sleep, because my body would convulse every 2 seconds.  Our internal medicine doctor finally found a medication which stopped the hiccups.  Now, less than 3 weeks after the surgery, I am walking over 3 miles daily and have absolutely no leg or back pain.
Today the bills arrived.  The hospital bill for the surgery (operating room, etc) and 4 days recovering was $81,140.50.   That is not a typo.  The doctor bills (orthopedic surgeon, neurosurgeon, radiologist, anesthesiologist, neurologist, and some random hospitalists) totaled another $35, 469.   The total was over $116,000.  
So we now have a price tag associated with leg pain: more than a Lexus, but less than a Lamborghini. Fortunately, I have several insurance plans and will probably pay little of the bill myself.  Also, it is certain that neither the hospital nor any of the doctors will receive the total amounts which they have billed. 

There are some interesting items on the hospital bill.  My room cost $2024.70 a day – this amount includes food, a/c, a television, and nursing services.  The hardware inserted into my back to re-orient my spine cost over $20,000.  One aspirin (325 mg) cost $1.20.  Pain meds (oxycodone) were $18.10 for each of two pills daily.  Each med has its own, very high, price.  Part of the reason for these costs is that each pill is individually wrapped with a bar code in order to reduce the chance of medication errors and to provide accountability.  One session with an occupational therapist (employed by the hospital) was billed at $421.40, and the physical therapist cost $449.40 – both of these charges seemed high.
So would I pay $116,000 of my own money to gamble to eliminate my leg pain??  I think so, if I could have assurance that the outcome would be good.  So far, all has been great, and I am walking and standing with zero pain.  But…..I would still have had to pay the $116,000 even if the whole procedure had been a flop.  Life is certainly a crap shoot.

I thought you might like to know.
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