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It seems unthinkable today. Butl in 1983, when pediatrician Astrid Heppen-
stall Heger volunteered to work at Los Angeles County Hospital + USC Medi-
cal Center, children who had been sexually abused were examined not once
but over and over so that experts could testify about the injuries at every court
hearing. Heger was outraged by the additional and unnecessary trauma. She
was incensed by how often such cases were lost anyway because the “evi-
dence” was so subjective. “At the time, people didn't want to believe sexual
abuse was happening, and many cases weren’t prosecuted,” says Heger, whose
cool blonde looks belie her fiery determination. “There was no science. Any-
body could say anything” In reaction, Heger pioneered the use of photo docu-
mentation and rigorous methods of evaluation so that kids would be
physically examined only once.

In 1984 her efforts paid off, setting legal prece- “It absolutely infuriates
dent in California and creating new standards me that the women and
across the country. “Scientific documentation kids who are victims of
brought authenticity to the investigation and al- abuse don't have a
lowed cases to go forward,” she explains. From voice,” Astrid Heger
there, with only a trickle of funding and no salary says. “My dad began as
or staff, Heger began treating vulnerable children a child laborer in the
in a temporary clinic, an abandoned trailer located  steel mills of England
on the center’s parking lot. Authorities kept warn- and eventually became
ing her off. “One administrator told me to cease a college professor. He
and desist because building programs to deliver  taught me to live my
services for women and children was not a priori- life to make a differ-
ty.” Heger’s soff voice gets even quieter. “It amused ence.” He would cer-

tainly be proud of his
daughter (opposite,
with a few young fans).

me to drive my truck around that guy.”
she says triumphantly.

Over the years, social workers, coun-
selors and police officers kept bringing
her victims of family violence. There
was nowhere else for them to go.
“Against all odds,” Heger says, “I decid-
ed to methodically build a system that
would deliver quality care and demon-
strate to bureaucrats that keeping fam-
ilies together could create an economic
model that would save money.”

In 2001 Heger’s programs officially

became the LAC+USC Medical Center’s Violence Intervention
Program (VIP), which raised $2 million and moved into a reno-
vated facility in 2003. Today, with an $8 million operating budget
from government contracts, VIP is a care center that annually
evaluates more than 5,000 victims of family violence, sexual as-
sault and elder abuse. Recently divorced and with three grown
sons, Heger runs VIP, teaches, writes, testifies as a medical expert
and has been showered with awards, But she’s far from satisfied.
For Heger, success is measured only by how effectively VIP
stops violence and helps victims. “You're not allowed to use Med-
icaid to pay for things victims need, like cosmetic surgery and
orthodontia, so kids can smile again after their faces have been beaten to a
pulp for years,” she says. In response, VIP supporters have launched H.EART.
(Helping Ease Abuse-Related Trauma), a group that raises about $100,000 a
year privately for such family needs. “We're the only center that does this.
“There’s no question that I work in a very dark place.” Heger continues.
“But there are people who get it and make it possible to grow new programs.
I hear about acts of horrible meanness, violation and abuse every day. But
it’s the acts of kindness that really make me weep.”
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