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Advanced Praise for
Healing through Connection


“It’s not easy to capture the heart and artistry behind exceptional diabetes care, but Beverly does just that. This book is a thoughtful and timely guide for creating the healing spaces we urgently need in healthcare today.”


—Susan Guzman, PhD – Diabetes Psychologist, 
Director of Clinical Education, and 
Co-Founder of the Behavioral Diabetes Institute.


“Beverly Thomassian is an incredible person that’s had a profound impact on people with diabetes through her teaching and compassionate, person-centered care. She is so generous and authentic in sharing her life experiences and what she’s learned along the way, even when it means being vulnerable. The book provides a lifetime of wisdom and left me feeling deeply curious and reflective on my own journey.”


—Diana Isaacs, PharmD, CDCES, BC-ADM - 
 Endocrine Pharmacist at Cleveland Clinic. 
2020 ADCES Diabetes Specialist of the Year


“Beverly’s Healing through Connection feels like sitting with a wise elder who shares the kind of lessons only experience can teach. Her stories and insights remind us that true healing in diabetes care starts with compassion, listening, and heart—and becomes even more powerful when we collaborate.”


—Theresa Garnero, APRN, BC-ADM, MSN, CDCES
Chief Science Officer My Diabetes Tutor


“Through masterful storytelling and personal reflection on her own life experiences, Coach Beverly gives us permission to explore our emotions and past traumas, to better understand our impact on others. By realizing how our unique experiences have shaped us, we are able to recognize the suffering of others, make meaningful human connections, healing the mind, body, and soul.”


—Christine Zaveson, RN, MSN, PHN, CDCES 
Emergency and Forensic Psychiatric Nurse Supervisor


“Healing through Connection is deeply personal and moving. Bev’s lived experience forms the foundation for the empathy she’s cultivated over years in the field. With honesty and authenticity, she shares moments of doubt, even after 25 years as a leader, which helps normalize fear and imposter feelings as part of the professional journey, not limitations. Healing through Connection is like having a wise mentor in my pocket—grounding, encouraging, and genuinely empowering.”


—Sarah Hormachea MS, RD, CDCES, BC-ADM 
Sarah Hormachea: Diabetes Care and Education, LLC 
Owner, Contract & Consulting








To Kristapor, Robert, and Jackson-
You are my heart and my home.








You do not have to be good.


You do not have to walk on your knees


for a hundred miles through the desert repenting.


You only have to let the soft animal of your body


love what it loves.


Mary Oliver – “Wild Geese”








Prologue
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The paramedics rushed me into the emergency room. They gave report as the nurse busied herself with wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm and clipping a pulse oximeter to my index finger. With the sloppy arrangement of bandages around my head, I looked like a pale mummy dressed up for Halloween. The oral surgery from earlier that day caused my lips and mouth to swell, making me look like I had recently survived a brawl.


In an instant, I felt like I might pass out, and fear grabbed at my chest. I managed to croak out to the nurse, who was running back and forth between two rooms, “How would you know if I went unconscious?”


She glared at me and said, “Your blood pressure is fine.” Then she sighed and peppered me with the first questions she had asked since I arrived. “Are you on drugs?”


 “No.”


“Do you have a mental illness?”


“No.”


“Have you been drinking?” she asked.


“No, I had oral surgery…”


My attention waned as my brain drifted off to sleep. Suddenly, a loud beeping filled the room as the blood pressure alarms began to sound. The nurse shifted into fast motion, dropped the head of the gurney, and deftly jabbed me with a 16-gauge intravenous (IV) needle. She ran a liter of normal saline, full throttle, into my parched body. This nurse knew her way around trauma. She was an emergency room hotshot, adept at triage, and could probably have started that IV blindfolded and with a full bladder. But I couldn’t figure out why she was so annoyed with me. Why couldn’t she comfort this frightened person in her care?


As a veteran nurse and a person with a handful of chronic conditions, I have witnessed healthcare professionals with cutting-edge expertise neglect to make a connection with the very people they are working so hard to serve. I have also encountered healthcare professionals with minimal experience making an earnest effort to connect and comfort individuals in their care. As a patient who has experienced enough ER visits and hospital stays to last a lifetime, I feel a deep and persistent gratitude to those caregivers who grabbed my hand and reassured me that I would be okay.


After receiving a few bags of saline, my low blood pressure—caused by severe dehydration—stabilized, and I quickly recovered. Besides my swollen face from oral surgery and bruised ego, I felt like my old self and easily joked around with the next nurse who took over my care. But inside, I felt embarrassed and angry. I kept wondering why the first nurse had not comforted the frightened and vulnerable person in her care instead of assuming I was suffering from mental illness, using drugs, or drinking. My pride was battered. I felt as though she stood in judgment of me, with a laser-like focus on asserting her clinical skills and knowledge.


With time and reflection, I began to view this event from a more nuanced perspective. There could be other factors contributing to her seemingly indifferent approach. Perhaps her shift was ending and she was eager to return home to her family. She might be struggling with burnout, like many of our healthcare colleagues. Maybe I reminded her of a past patient who was especially needy. Alternatively, she could be living with unresolved trauma that was in search of healing.


As a caregiver, can you recognize a part of yourself in this nurse? Have you ever responded to a patient in a way that didn’t match your values and intentions? Maybe you were struggling with pain in your life, and you had nothing left to give. Or it could have been that a person’s fear and neediness triggered an unexpected response from you that caught you off guard. Perhaps you assumed the person in your care was drug-seeking or somehow trying to manipulate the situation without having all the facts. You’re not alone if you’re saying “yes” to those questions.


After 40 years as a nurse and diabetes specialist, I have responded to patients in ways that contradicted my values and intentions. I still carry a sense of regret for the times I have judged or treated others unfairly. However, the silver lining is that my missteps helped me forge a new path by recognizing where that “judgy” side of me exists and actively working to heal it. This shift to accepting people as they are and opening my heart to make meaningful connections has unexpectedly served as a healing balm to my most profound areas of pain. In return, I can be more present with people’s suffering and receive them as they are at that moment.


Offering acceptance without judgment may be one of the greatest gifts you can extend as a healthcare professional—to those you care for and yourself. This action creates space for mutual healing, flowing in both directions—from healthcare professional to patient and back again.


As a healthcare professional, you bring your own life experiences, traumas, wounds, triggers, blind spots, beliefs, and inner narratives to each patient encounter. We all do. Gabor Maté, a renowned physician and author, has shared his journey of recovering from trauma through his work and personal reflections. His recovery was deeply tied to understanding the roots of his trauma, developing self-awareness, and engaging in practices that foster healing. Dr. Maté emphasizes that “trauma is not the event itself, but the wound left by the event—how the experience disrupts one’s sense of self and connection to others.” He believes sharing one’s story and connecting with others’ experiences can be a powerful way to heal.


 My life story begins with the hope of living the American dream but quickly unravels with life events I did not ask for or anticipate. With a determined focus on my future, I reclaimed my life and marched forward, holding my pain inside. I figured that if I worked hard enough and finally proved myself worthy, these feelings of failure would slip away into the darkness from whence they came.


By the time I reached 50, I thought I had accomplished my goal and wrestled the inner critic to the ground. But that’s when my body stopped me cold in my tracks and forced me to look deep inside to start the healing process.


This book is an emancipation from those stories not told while providing a path toward healing. I aim to share these hidden moments as a commitment to healing myself and giving YOU permission to share your story. I know I am not the only healthcare professional who has endured painful experiences and had to keep going. We all have stories of suffering and triumph, desperation and survival, grief, and reconciliation.


These lived experiences may even be what led you to enter the healthcare field in the first place.


Your Healing Journey Starts Here


At the intersection of healer and caregiver, a meeting of human experiences takes place. It’s an opportunity to connect with genuine curiosity and compassion—to see the person before you without preconceived notions or judgment.


This book is both a reminder and a roadmap; an invitation to care for yourself with the same compassion you offer others. It provides a rare perspective on mutual healing. As we help others heal, we also heal ourselves. Within these pages, you’ll find a toolbox for exploring your truth, tapping into your emotions, and cultivating creativity. Together, we’ll explore the often-overlooked connection between your own lived experiences and those of the individuals in your care.


This book speaks directly to the heart of caregiving. It shows how, when you balance the science of medicine with the humanity of connection, every interaction becomes an opportunity for transformation, growth, and healing.








CHAPTER 1


Hope and Healing from Early Childhood Trauma
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“Any movement toward wholeness begins with the acknowledgment of our own suffering and of the suffering of the world.”


 - Gabor Maté, The Myth of Normal


Many of you, like me, have experienced intense life challenges. While our experiences, backgrounds, and the people in our lives may differ, I suspect we hold something powerful in common: a calling to care for others.


This is my story—an offering of truth, vulnerability, and resilience. In telling it, I hope it resonates with something inside of you and is a catalyst toward healing.


On my second birthday, my parents packed my brother and me into a VW Bug and drove over two thousand miles to our new home in Southern California. Ready to escape the Canadian winters, they scraped together enough money to buy a two-bedroom, white clapboard house in the San Fernando Valley. For me, the best part was behind our house. The backyard was like my own personal park. It had a row of eucalyptus trees with a lopsided treehouse that my dad threw together within weeks of our arrival. I found horny toads, lizards, and salamanders under bushes. I spent hours playing wagon train under our picnic bench that my dad painted a rusty red.


During the rare times I was inside our house, I loved looking out my bedroom window from my top bunk bed. I could see the San Gabriel Mountains and would trace the roads with my eyes to imagine where they went. At night, I would look at the moon and wonder how she always seemed to know where I was.
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Our first home, 800 square feet with my dad’s clean-up truck in the driveway – the San Gabriel Mountains rising up as my constant companion.





My dad worked at an electronics company but left his nine-to-five job after a few years because he was angry about the way they treated his Black friend. He ditched the white shirt and tie, pulled up in a powder blue Ford truck, and announced he was starting his own business: Bob’s Cleanup and Hauling. Having grown up on a farm, he was no stranger to backbreaking labor and knew how to hustle. My job was to answer the phone and carefully write the names and phone numbers of potential customers.


Many of the items his customers discarded as trash became our treasures—furniture, a stack of well-worn Joni Mitchell records, cut-off blue jean shorts (which I cherished), and countless other odds and ends that found new life in our home.


My mom stayed home, raising me and my younger brother. Dad expected dinner to be on the table by 5:30 p.m., and Mom started prepping hours before to meet this deadline. I made the Kool-Aid and set the table.


My mom had a twenty-dollar budget for groceries each week—enough for milk, Cheerios, bread, bologna, ketchup, Velveeta cheese slices, and a gallon of vanilla ice cream for my dad. She meticulously maintained her movie-star figure, carefully tracking every calorie in a small, dog-eared red book she consulted religiously throughout the day. My favorite part of the afternoon was when she paused to watch her soap opera and have a cup of coffee. I would sit close by, trying to untangle the dramatic plotlines, hoping to get close to her—even for a little while.


As glamorous as this new life in California with all the palm trees seemed to our Canadian relatives, cracks began to appear in my family’s foundation. One afternoon, my mom sat crying on the redwood bench beneath the elm tree in the backyard. When I came close, she looked down and turned away. She would often be in her bedroom with the door shut, and I would be left on my own. This meant that I was in charge of myself and my brother for long stretches of time.


I told my mom, “I feel lonely.”


She sighed and suggested I play with the kids on the block. I was shy but desperate. I started showing up at our next-door neighbor’s house, asking if Paul could play. Even though he was a year older, we became best friends over the summer when I started first grade. Paul and I scrambled up the brick wall to be tall enough to pick warm plums from his tree. His family had a color TV, and we loved watching Road Runner together or playing with his dog Charley. I would follow him to the bathroom, where he would show me how he washed his fake eye. Sometimes, he would pop it in his mouth to clean if he was too far from a faucet.
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A picture collage of my early years. The family picture was taken at church.





When I heard Dad’s truck pull into the driveway, I would wait for his long legs to walk through the door, hoping he wasn’t too tired to wrestle. He often smelled like chainsaw oil, and his hands were rough. But I didn’t care. After dinner and a shower or a bath, if he had moved a piano, he would slouch on the living room floor in his Levi’s to watch our black and white TV. We never missed watching the news together. On Sunday evenings, we watched Wild Kingdom. By 8 o’clock, we kids were in bed.


Disaster Strikes and the Foundation Shatters


One Sunday night, when I turned eight, we got to stay up late to watch The Wizard of Oz. I was dazzled by the magic and terrified of the flying monkeys. I went to bed dreaming about our house being sucked into a tornado, and I woke up with my bed shaking, sure that my nightmare had become a reality.


But there were no tornadoes in Southern California. It was an earthquake. My dad ran into our room, threw back the covers, and yanked me and my brother from the bunk bed. With a kid under each arm, like two giant footballs, he ran with the finesse of a quarterback through the maze of falling books and shifting furniture. My mom ran behind us, yelling, “Bob! Bob!”


Finally, on the front lawn, even though the earth was still bucking, I felt safe. The warmth of my dad hugging me close, his skin against mine, was all I needed.


Minutes later, my mom staggered out of the house, her legs and face splattered with blood. She was holding a blanket out to my dad, screaming, “Bob, you’re naked!”


We survived, but our garage had caved in, and a lightning bolt-shaped crevice ran through the house’s foundation. The aftershocks terrified me, but my parents were too distracted with the cleanup to reassure us we were safe. I clung to my Ronald McDonald doll day and night, hoping it would protect me from a wall capsizing or the earth opening up.
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The VA hospital collapses in the Sylmar earthquake – picture ran in  the Los Angeles Times on Feb. 10, 1971.





We lived outside for weeks in case our damaged house crumbled. Someone finally lent us a trailer until our home was fixed and repaired. After a month, our foundation was restored and the state inspectors allowed us to move back into our house. Many of our neighbors’ houses had to be demolished. Sixty-four people lost their lives in that 1971 Sylmar 6.7 quake. A hospital and freeway collapsed, and all the schools were temporarily closed. When I finally returned to second grade later that year, we practiced weekly earthquake drills, hiding under our desks to ready ourselves for the next “big one.”


In those years, my only counselors were Beverly Cleary’s books and her Ramona gang. Ramona, Beezus, and the rest of their crew helped distract me from my fear. They comforted me as I read them, lying safely in the grass, far away from any falling buildings.


After the earthquake, my asthma attacks kicked in. They usually showed up when I got sick or ran on days when the smog was so thick I couldn’t see the mountains from our house. My lung tubes would close up, and the sing-songy wheezing would begin. On those nights, too scared to sleep alone in my room, I snuggled with my Ronald McDonald doll on the living room couch. I hoped someone would notice if I couldn’t get enough air.


To open my airways, my mom boiled a large pot of water infused with Vicks VapoRub, placed a towel over my head, and coaxed me to breathe in the steam. If that didn’t work, she trundled me into the car and took me to our kind-hearted pediatrician. Dr. Medler would take one look at me and know I needed an injection of epinephrine to dilate my bronchi and get the air moving again.


A Predator Enters the Scene


One evening during dinner, while I was playing with my mashed potatoes and peas, my dad announced that someone was moving into our house. He was down on his luck and needed a place to stay. A 33-year-old, charming, cocky man with a history of drinking a lot of beer arrived a few days later and made himself at home on our living room couch. He had trouble holding down jobs and did not have a long line of friends.


As a first-year junior high student, I quickly noticed that this new person in our home was interested in me. He would gaze at me while strumming his guitar and ask me questions about my day. I felt flattered. He saw me in a family where I felt invisible. He quickly and easily identified my need for attention, affirmation, and love.


One afternoon, he followed me to the laundry room, which was out in our garage, and put his arms across the door so I could not get out. He told my chubby, knock-kneed, buck-toothed, twelve-year-old self that I was pretty, intelligent, and talented. He gently brushed my hair off my cheek. I pushed him away. But he kept at it and seemed to know all the right things to say. After weeks of relentless pursuit, I fell victim to his adulation and manipulation.


Pretty soon, it was more than words and flattery. I felt trapped by his attentiveness and the threats he made. This wily predator was careful to hide his misdeeds from my parents, who provided him refuge from his previous life. But he was a wrecking ball. He didn’t care who he harmed, betrayed, or broke.


After a few months, my parents caught on to his actions and put him on a plane out of our lives. When I got home from school later that day, he was gone. However, it was far from a rescue, as the situation quickly turned against me. In a nightmarish memory, my parents interrogated me and demanded to know everything that had happened. In a cruel twist, they blamed me for his misdeeds and threatened to kick me out of the house. I was grounded and only allowed to go to school and come straight home.


The deepest pain I experienced was not from this perpetrator but from my parents, who held me responsible for his actions. They barely looked at or spoke to me for that year. This incident shattered me. I felt enveloped in a blanket of shame and worthlessness. At the age of 12, I was emotionally exiled from my family. This family secret changed the trajectory of my life.


To survive, I managed to construct an emotional vault inside myself to store all the pain. My deep shame shut off parts of my body that I felt no longer deserved pleasure. I resolved to rely on myself and carve my own path forward. Digging deep within, I discovered a profound sense of self-determination and decided to take control of my life. I joined the swim team. I started sewing my own clothes, including sailor pants and a big yellow skirt with flowers for junior high prom. I started earning money babysitting to buy the things I needed without having to rely on anyone.


When high school started, I still had buck teeth and knock knees, but I was fit and focused on my future. I had carefully buried my trauma deep within, determined not to let it stand in my way.


Piecing Together Your Childhood Story


I know I’m not the only healthcare professional who has struggled with family secrets and piecing together the broken fragments of a childhood.


You have your own childhood story, one that shaped who you are today and perhaps even led to your career in healthcare. Maybe you experienced levels of emotional or physical abuse or neglect. You might have witnessed parents or family members struggling with addiction or mental illness. Perhaps your home did not feel safe, and there were times when food was scarce. Of course, it is also entirely possible that you were gifted a nurturing and supportive family environment. If so, I am grateful that was your experience.


Regardless of your personal story, it is essential to remember that many of us, as well as our colleagues who enter the healing professions, have had difficult childhoods that we often keep hidden and tucked away. Research suggests that individuals who have faced childhood adversity may develop a heightened sense of empathy or a desire to support others who are suffering. This idea is supported by studies in trauma and resilience, which suggest that personal healing from past trauma can sometimes drive a person toward helping professions as a way to process their own experiences while assisting others. However, it is helpful to recognize that the motivations for entering the healing professions are complex and multifaceted, and not everyone who enters these fields has experienced a difficult childhood.


This chapter explores the impact of adverse childhood experiences and how children can develop resilience and healing through the support of trusted adults and others who provide safety and nurturing.


Maybe things also happened to you during your childhood that you’ve brushed under the rug but would love to acknowledge and heal. Whatever your story is, I hope that honestly sharing painful events from my life in this chapter will open an opportunity for you to explore your childhood and view it in a new light.
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