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Bethesda, MD – I was admitted to a hospital last week.   My neck had become stiff, and I was showing symptoms associated with meningitis.  The physician who had examined me felt that a spinal tap should be conducted to obtain a sample of spinal fluid to rule out meningitis.
I had not been a patient in a hospital for over 30 years.  I soon found that there have been some changes.  The urinals, bed pans, water pitchers and other bedside paraphernalia now are all plastic.  Upon your arrival in the room, they are marked with your name with a felt tip pen and are thrown away when you leave the hospital (I suppose that you could take the urinal, et.al, home with you…)   My bed was wired.  By pushing various buttons I could raise or lower sections of the bed, call for a nurse, adjust the volume and change channels on the TV, or change the lighting in the room.  The television was suspended on an adjustable boom, which could be swung into any appropriately desired viewing position.
Shortly after arrival in my room, I received a menu containing a really large number of selections and an associated computer card with a number 2 pencil to map out my food choices for the next few days.  Feeling rather nauseous but lucky, I limited my choices to multiples of 7 or 11, hoping that the hospital computer had been programmed to disallow fried okra for breakfast.  I was also given a list of “patient rights” to read and acknowledge by my signature and an associated written compilation of hospital rules.  I vaguely recall signing numerous other forms, but I have no recollection of their purpose other than that stated to me numerous times by a pleasant woman who kept speaking of “mere formalities.”
Roughly four times a day someone would appear in the room to wake me to check “my vitals.”  Thermometers have gone digital and no longer gave me the reassurance of the friendly glass filled with mercury versions of yesteryear.  When the tone sounded and 98.8 flashed on the screen, I felt instinctively as if I had once again been defeated by Pac-Man.  Apparently there are no similar gadgets to measure blood pressure or pulse, because both were taken manually.  There would appear to be quite a market out there for such devices if for no other reason than further reduction in human involvement in the routine aspects of health care.  During admission the woman taking my blood pressure asked me how to spell “stiff neck.”  [I am not making this up].  Her level of non-education is undoubtedly what engineers have in mind when they invent and market digital thermometers.  At any rate, my signs were apparently vital to avoid further immediate concern, although I immediately started to worry that the lady who took my blood pressure went to the same school as the admission woman.
The doctors never came singly.  They would always appear in a group discussing my case as if they were family members analyzing why the pet goldfish (me) was now floating belly up.  The  head Neurologist played the father role, the Residents were the teenagers, and the Interns inevitably mimicked Beaver (of Leave it to …….).    By the time each of these budding Doctor Kildares had tapped all my joints with their own rubber mallet, I forgot about my neck pain and started worrying about my knees.
Fortunately the tap revealed that my spinal fluid was clear and I was able to leave the hospital before this cast of well-meaning characters actually hurt me.  Actually it turned out that they did hurt me, as the fellow performing the spinal tap (it was his first, and he was being “supervised”) had managed to get some air into my spinal fluid.  In spite of a handful of drugs which they gave me for pain, I spent the next three days in pain in my own bed at home.  I did  not have all those buttons and vital sign takers, but I finally am beginning to feel better, and not $430/day poorer.
I thought you might like to know.
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