
Knowing You

Series: Walls Between Us

By Michal Rhodes

Copyright 2025 Michal Rhodes

DISCLAIMER: This is a work of fiction. Corporations, places, and characters depicted herein are imaginary and for entertainment purposes only. Any similarity to real companies, places, or people is coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One | Stuart

Chapter Two | Gianna

Chapter Three

Chapter Four | Stuart

Chapter Five | Gianna

Chapter Six | Stuart

Chapter Seven | Gianna

Chapter Eight | Stuart

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten | Stuart

Chapter Eleven | Gianna

Chapter Twelve | Stuart

Chapter Thirteen | Gianna

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen | Stuart

Chapter Sixteen | Gianna

Chapter Seventeen | Stuart

Chapter Eighteen | Gianna

Chapter Nineteen

Stuart | Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen | Gianna

Chapter Twenty | Stuart

Chapter Twenty-One | Gianna

Chapter Twenty-Two | Stuart

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter One

​Stuart
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October 2005

Stuart patted his brow with a hand towel in his kitchen and sucked in a cleansing breath. He had gone for a run, enjoying the brisk October air. He pulled a glass out of the cupboard and stepped to his refrigerator. As he filled the glass with ice and water, he saw the note left for him saying that Heather had taken their children to their grandparent’s home for the night and Sunday and that she had given their nanny the two days off. She would be spending the time at a spa with her friends. She said in her note that it was a spontaneous decision and wished for him to have a nice weekend.

Stuart felt curious about her note. It was unlike Heather to spend an entire weekend away with friends. He had yet to meet the friends Heather was making at their country club. Heather was rather vague about these relationships, which led to further curiosity in him. It seemed like Heather spent more and more time away from home, and he missed her presence.

He thought about the night he saw Heather again after several years. He didn’t even recognize her as the girl he watched grow up; she had changed so much. He pictured her in the red evening gown she wore the first night on the eventful cruise that changed his life. Then he pictured her in the red, spandex dress she wore and how eager he was to get her out of it. They had made love that night with barely a word spoken between them. After three weeks of loving her but not believing he was worthy of her, he didn’t say the words she wanted to hear. She left his life for two months, and when she came back to him, she told him she was carrying his baby.

Her news pleased him, yet sadness came with it, too, because Heather’s tender heart, which he had possessed those weeks of the cruise, was now more owned by her childhood friend, Gabe Davidson. Heather laid that relationship aside to be with Stuart, a choice he knew was hard for her but a choice that blessed his life. He smiled picturing Heather’s blonde beauty. She was all he ever needed and wanted. His love for her had only grown.

However, there was a distance in their marriage that had been growing for the past six months. His little angel was pulling away from him. It was a vague feeling, because in the past months Heather had been even more attentive to him, but he felt that a vital part was missing. He couldn’t put his finger on it. When he looked in her eyes, he didn’t really see the woman he loved. She was a shadow of herself. She spent many hours on outings with their baby daughter, but when he tried to probe into what she was doing, she gently turned the conversation around.

What is it? What am I missing? I have wanted to make her happy from the beginning, but sadness often creeps into her eyes. Ever since Sarah was born, she has been drifting away from me. Is she suffering from postpartum depression? She says she feels happy, but when I look into her eyes it’s as if she isn’t even there. Something must change, but I don’t know what. She’s my love—my angel, but it appears as if her wings are breaking even though they were mended for many years—at least I thought they were mended. Now I’m not so sure.

Stuart closed his eyes wondering what would draw them closer together. He had pampered her with anything she could ever want. He showered wealth upon her. His desire was to protect her. He didn’t want to break her with deep revelations about himself. He came close to exposing his emotions when they read Gianna’s journal entries. He thought of the woman who had been his lover for two decades. There was a part of him still broken because of her after all these years.

When Heather and he had finished reading Gianna’s words, the entire experience felt outside of himself. It seemed as if Gianna’s words were just a story—a story not about him. He didn’t connect with it because he refused to. So, when Heather probed into his mind, he didn’t let her. 

Perhaps that was part of their reasons for drifting apart. He didn’t really want her to know him. He had compartmentalized his life so effectively. He had his love for his family, but the pain created by Gianna breaking his heart had defined him. He didn’t realize how much it defined him until this moment.

Are thoughts of you, Gianna, inevitable? With you I had an equal. I didn’t have to protect you—not the way I’ve wanted to protect Heather, and though I love my wife dearly, there are many facets of me I hide from her. Oh, I know she’d accept me and love me anyway, but some hurts go so deep that I’ve just wanted to keep them buried.

But has burying them helped? Am I a better man not sharing with my wife my innermost feelings? Perhaps we will not ever find the connectedness of souls we should have if I protect her from my losses. If I only show her my successes, how will she ever know me? I am not just defined by success or wealth. There is more to me than that. So, what am I afraid of? Am I afraid of really feeling? Have I closed myself from pain to grasp onto what is in essence a fantasy relationship? I say again, can Heather really know me if I don’t tell her who I am?

So, who am I? I can list the things that I do. I’m a father—a plastic surgeon—a good investor—I am wealthy—I take care of my health—but most of all I’m a husband. Beyond that. . . Who am I?

Knowing you, Gianna, is what I really wanted all those years. Gianna, you knew me more than anyone else ever did. I shared with you more than I’ve shared with Heather, and I suppose that is why the pain goes so deep. And then I’ve been protecting my heart with Heather too, because even though she has let go of Gabe physically, I am not so sure she let go of him in her heart. This Labor Day when I invited our friends for a gathering, I saw the way Gabe tried to keep his eyes off her. I’d catch his eyes stray and shift away. What compounded it was Heather’s eyes often shifted on and away from him, too.

I suppose I would have opened up with Heather more had I thoroughly believed her heart fully belonged to me. Perhaps I’ve been afraid.

Stuart stared at the note on the refrigerator with the forgotten glass of water in his hands. What do you need, love? What can I do to let you know me? Do I even know myself? I love my family, and I want to keep them safe. However, do I feel safe? Am I afraid if I truly let her in that somehow she’ll hurt me? Do I trust Heather? Do I trust anyone the way I had trusted Gianna? But even then, I didn’t fully trust her either.

Yes, I love my wife, but how deep does her love go for me? How can she love me if she doesn’t really know me? Have I gone through the motions of living? Am I as happy as I think I am?  Before Sarah was born, I was mostly secure in my wife’s love, but now? Where is she? Where has her heart gone? Where does she go for so many hours? Is she with friends, or is she isolating herself from people? How can I help my wife?

Stuart touched the note and traced his wife’s handwriting. Love filled him to the brim—but it was a love that hurt—a love that came with pain. Am I ever going to be free? 

His thoughts turned to Gianna. He pictured her long, dark hair and her eyes that couldn’t decide their color. He pictured her slender body and the smile on her face in those moments when she was happy. Do I love you still, Gianna? I have not forgotten you, though I’ve pretended I have. How much of me is still living in the past? Knowing you . . . Knowing you, Gianna . . . is it even possible? If I read your journal entries, will I know you? Not knowing you hasn’t helped all these years. I have not faced the loss of you. I have pushed thoughts of you aside . . . so many times.

Stuart’s eyes closed as weariness of soul tugged at him. He turned and set the undrunk water on the counter. He rested his hands on the counter and leaned with his head down. He felt emotions grow close to the surface. He had not let himself feel for all these years. He had thought he escaped grief, but now the grief rose more powerfully in him—more powerfully than it ever had.

Am I losing Heather? Has her heart gone somewhere else? Has her heart ever really been mine all these years? Do I know her—really know her? Knowing you, Heather, is what I want, too. I think I need to let you in—completely in and be vulnerable with you. Maybe I will salvage this marriage that is breaking. I need you, Heather, and knowing you is what I need. Knowing me is what you need, too. So how do I do this? What needs to happen for me to face the demons haunting me? How do I exorcise them? They’ve possessed me so thoroughly—they’ve been torturing me all these years, and though I push them away, they don’t leave. They linger in my mind. What do I do? Knowing you, Gianna . . . Knowing you, Heather . . . Before I know either of you, I need to know myself.

What is the first step? What do I need to face to have the kind of love I want now? I’ve run away so many times from deep emotion. Has it helped me? Has it brought me freedom? I don’t forget. How could I?

Quiet tears slipped down his cheeks. He did his best to hold back the storm that was brewing. He heard the thunder in his heart, and soon lightning would light up his night. Then after all that the rains would come. Would he let the rain fall? The desert soil of his heart thirsted. It was barren—a wasteland. There was beauty in the wasteland, but droughts were dangerous, and he had lived through a drought existence for a long time. I need rain. I need to let the rain fall, and then what?

How do I let the rains start?

Stuart sank to the floor of his kitchen and stared at the note. Where is she? Where is my wife now?

His fingers dragged through his hair then his eyes shut. What does it mean to let the storm drench me? Will I be drowned in floodwaters, or will I let vegetation grow? I’m thirsty, but I don’t know what I need to drink.

Stuart listened to the silence of the house. Just the wind blew outside, but all else was still. He looked around his spacious kitchen. I live in a beautiful home. I have the children I always wanted, and I have a wife I love. Why do I feel like I should have more? What am I missing? And how do I find what is missing?

Knowing you, Gianna . . .  Knowing you, Heather. That’s what I want, but how do I know either of you, if I don’t let either of you in?

Knowing you tonight, Heather, will not be possible because you are somewhere I don’t know, and I wonder if I called your cell like I have so many times before if you will not answer yet again. Where do you go so often? How can I reach your heart, Heather? Is letting you know me going to heal us? Maybe I need to take a risk and turn my mind around and slay those demons myself. No one else has the power to fix what is broken inside me. I need to heal me . . . otherwise, I’ll never be whole.

For several silent moments, Stuart sat with his thoughts. He glanced up again at that note, and in the stillness of his being he knew what he needed to do. He needed to know his first love—to really read her words and let them penetrate his soul. He needed to read again Gianna love for him, and then he needed to let her go. I guess knowing you is the first step, Gianna, and I wonder if you are watching me from Heaven waiting for me to come to this conclusion. You are with the Jesus you love. 

Stuart’s hands clenched and unclenched as he felt the storm draw closer. I need to let the rain fall. Gianna, I’ll read it this time and let you speak to my heart and then knowing you will release the pain. Then the storm will rage—I know it will. But after a storm there is a peace and calm that didn’t exist before. The world can only be green by raining.

Stuart stood. He reached for the glass of water, took a drink, and carried it through the house to his office. He set the glass on his desk, then went to the cupboard where he had stored Gianna entries. He pulled out the binder and stared down at it in his hands. He didn’t want to read her words again, but he knew this was the first step of a journey of true healing. He could no longer ignore the importance of Gianna’s words, and when he finished reading, he would share his true heart with his wife and let her in to those dark places. Their marriage would never be whole without it.

Stuart went to his desk to pick up the glass of water and took another drink. Water quenched his thirst, and without it his body would die. Not watering his soul was making it die, and no one could really live without a soul.

Stuart carried the journal to the reclining chair in his office. He sat down and placed the water on the end table beside him. He kicked up the footrest and turned the binder to the first page.

He read the tender years of Gianna’s life. She was a bright and hopeful little girl with oh so many dreams! She started painting when she was thirteen. Her dad set her up with her art, knowing how much her mother loved painting. Gianna captured the joy of life. Her entries were happy and full of hopeful promise. She wrote about him often, for he was her best friend. He had been her best friend since they met at youth group in high school. He was a few years older, but they developed a fast friendship.

During the Bible study time she was quite insightful. She knew the questions to ask and the discussions that happened after her questions were intriguing. He didn’t go to the same high school as her. He was in private school since grade school.

It was only a few months in that they began seeing each other outside the youth group. They went to movies, out for pizza, and they walked along Lake Como many, many times. The summer between his freshman year in college and his sophomore year he had gone to England for the summer with some friends.

That was the summer when Gianna met Nate.

He read about how they came to know each other and how it progressed.

It had started out so innocently. She had taken her journal to the lake. She did this often. She was engrossed in the poem that she was writing and didn’t notice he was standing behind her reading it. Something about her had caught Nate’s curiosity. He was impressed by the poem, and they began to talk about it.

Nate was a writer too. He wrote poetry and short stories. He had the dream of writing a novel at some point, but he was busy with developing his ministry. When she heard he was a minister she lit up even more, because Gianna had a budding theological mind. Nothing inspired Gianna more at the time than Bible Study.

Stuart paused in his reading. He had wondered why Gianna had lost her Bible Study interests for a while, and now he realized it was because of her personal shame and guilt. He was glad that she picked up that joy later, even though it was clothed in darkness.

When Gianna went to the church following their meeting, she was happy that Nate was now her pastor. She loved his sermons. They inspired her mind and encouraged her emotional faith. She grasped Nate’s importance as a minister right away, and she was happy that he was her friend.

Nate was impressed with Gianna’s theological mind. They spent many hours walking along the lake talking. They talked about the books they read, the merits of each, the deeper meanings.

The friendship Gianna had in Nate was deeper than what she had with Stuart. Stuart was not interested in literature. His love was for medicine. He enjoyed the theological conversations with Gianna, but they were nowhere as deep as the talks Gianna and Nate had.

Then one day they met at the lake and Nate was in a somber mood. Nate was deeply troubled, and when Gianna asked him about it, he told her. He explained the situation in his marriage—that his wife and him were at an impasse. He talked about the purity and sweetness of his wife and how it was so difficult for him to let her in. He admired his wife—idolized her.

His father was a brilliant surgeon. His mother had died in childbirth giving birth to him. Nate sensed all his life that his father blamed him for the death of his wife. He shared a close bond with his older brother. Nate’s father was strict and held high standards for his sons. He expected only the best and that his sons would follow him into medicine, but Nate had no interest in medicine. His father disapproved of what Nate truly wanted to do. Even though Nate graduated Valedictorian from high school, his father continued to be disapproving.

Nate’s Grandmother was a committed Christian. She instilled in him a deep faith—an unshakable faith. His dream from a young age was to go into ministry. His father’s ridicule didn’t affect him. He and his father would argue, but his father was never able to change his mind. He also enjoyed a rich passion for literature and writing.

While Nate fought his dad’s oppression, his older brother, Philip, was not as strong. He wanted to please his father but found it impossible, because he too was not interested in medicine and his interests were also in writing and literature. But to please his father he went to Yale for a premed degree. He graduated, but when he took the MCAT he failed.

That failure combined with the secret he had tried to hide but inevitably couldn’t push him into deep depression. His father knew he was gay, and the ridicule and torment led Philip down deeper levels of depression, which led to suicide Nate’s freshman year in college.

The death of his brother tore Nate up. The pain and loss led him down a dark road. He quit school. He turned to alcohol and women—anything to dull the pain. His grandmother watched him and tried to bring him back to his faith, but the pain was too much. God didn’t help his brother, so how would God help him?

It was on his grandmother’s deathbed that Nate evaluated his life. He stayed with her day and night, and the morning she died, she took his hand and said, “I will be gone, but God will be with you. Come back to faith, dear boy. Find your life again.”

He came back to faith, and with his inheritance from his grandmother, he went back to college and eventually to seminary. He met Janessa his junior year in seminary. She was a member of the church where he was a vicar. Her sweetness, purity, gentleness, and kindness drew him to her. With her he found the kind of love he had always searched for.

But to share with her the pain of his past—he just couldn’t do it. It hurt too damn much to let anyone into that darkness. He tried to walk away from it—to simply forget, but when he fell in love with Gianna, he could no longer forget. He shared everything with Gianna, his kindred spirit. In Gianna he found a flesh and blood woman—a woman who understood him at an elemental level.

The intimacy that he needed came to him with Gianna, and as he grew closer to her, he fell in love. He hadn’t loved anyone as much as he loved Gianna.

After trying to make love to his wife and failing, Nate, realized that the relationship had gone too far. He went to the bakery to tell her that they needed to end it. When Gianna cried, Nate’s grief rose too. He held her in his arms—it was the first time he held her.

She kissed him first. When he tried to pull away, she held him nearer. They made love through the afternoon, but when they were through, they grieved and wept, for Gianna knew the importance of the man she loved. She wouldn’t let him leave his wife for her. She wouldn’t let him lose his ministry for her. She knew Nate’s wife and found her to be kind.

Nate argued with her, but Gianna’s mind was made up.

When Gianna told Nate about being pregnant, he wanted to leave his wife for her again, but again Gianna said no. Janessa was pregnant too. He had two daughters and another child on the way and a ministry that he thrived at. Gianna knew that no matter how much Nate loved her, she knew that he loved God more. She didn’t want him to give it all up for her. She said, “You are too important. You can’t choose me.”

Tears streamed down Stuart’s cheeks as he read Gianna’s words. He grieved for them both. When he first read this, he didn’t enter into Nate’s pain, but now that he did, he realized there was so much more to this than he had accepted. Nate was too “important” for him to leave his wife. The choice Gianna made for them tore them both apart.

He went back and reread about the night that Stuart and she made love the first time. He had come home from school to attend the wedding of Gianna’s friend. He said that he would return for that weekend, and when he saw Gianna, he saw how beautiful she had become. Before she had been tall and thin without any definite feminine curse. He had only viewed her as his friend, but that night, when she met him at the door in a mini dress with her dark hair down to her waist, he fell into profound love.

She and he only had eyes for each other that night. Gianna found him handsome, and she thought that perhaps if she let go of Nate and loved Stuart that all would be right in her world again. When she looked into Stuart’s eyes, she saw Nate’s eyes too. She looked into Stuart’s eyes all night long. She was fascinated by the similarities and the differences. She thought, “If I let go of Nate and love Stuart? Oh, what would that be like?”

Stuart read the intimate moment that she had captured between them. That night had been his first experience with making love. After that night, it was all he could think of. He fell in love with her—in love so deeply that he knew he would wait forever to claim her as his bride.

When he saw the boy that he thought to be his, he knew that he would wait for a lifetime for Gianna to love him as much as he loved her.

He closed his eyes feeling the pain that the boy he thought was his was Nate’s. A few tears escaped his eyes. He stilled his heart, then turned the page.
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Chapter Two

Gianna
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July 17, 1974

Two days ago, Adam David Basset entered the world with a piercing cry. I am in love with this beautiful boy. His eyes are a deep blue, but I am sure they will turn to a similar shade of blue like his daddy’s eyes are. The blue with hints of gold eyes of Nate’s eyes is the most beautiful wonder I have ever beheld. This boy is sure to look like his father.

Stuart writes me nearly every week. He calls at least once a month. He is having a good time at Harvard and is learning a lot. He is taking summer classes and then will be off to Europe with his family for the rest of the summer. I won’t see him until Christmas, which is a relief, because I haven’t had the courage to tell him about my baby. I think he will suspect Adam is his boy. What will I say when he comes home?

The shame of what I did overwhelms me at times, but I have my little boy to love. He will be my delight. He will be the light in the desert I live in. I will take good care of him. To me he is beautiful, and though I feel shame, I can’t regret I have this piece of Nate to love.

I haven’t written in this journal for a very long time. I have marveled in the wonder of Adam growing inside of me, and I have often visited the afternoon he was created. I don’t want to remember that glorious afternoon. It never should have happened. If dad had been home and not bow hunting that day, then I wouldn’t have done what I did. I shouldn’t blame this on Dad. It was my mistake to make.

Nate’s gaze followed me this entire pregnancy, but we didn’t talk. We dare not talk. No one can know about us. We shared one glorious day, but that will never happen again. That we couldn’t help ourselves was no excuse. I know it had all been building to that point. Our passion for each other grabbed a hold of us. The feelings in us had grown so incredibly intense.

I don’t want him to lose his ministry for what will only be one afternoon of passion. If he were to choose me, he would lose the very reason he exists. Nate without a ministry would not be Nate. Though I know he loves me and always will, I will never let him choose me.

So, when I yearn for him in the night, I must remember his importance to the world. He is too gifted to choose me. I won’t let him.

August 7, 1974

Nate gave an eloquent sermon today. He talked about the woman at the well, Mary Magdalene, and the woman the religious leaders brought before Jesus, who told them, “Whoever is without sin must cast the first stone.” He asked his congregation to consider Jesus’ reaction to these women and to consider how Jesus had forgiven each one. He reminded us that we, as Christians, are called to love those who stray. We are to welcome them with love and open arms.

I sensed Nate’s sermon was for my benefit. Many eyes focused on Adam and me today after church, but they seemed to heed Nate’s message. When I passed Nate, he took Adam out of my arms and asked me when he would be baptized. I told him that it would be soon.

October 3, 1974

I had Adam baptized this morning. I asked Francine to be Adam’s sponsor. She has accepted what I have done. We don’t talk about it because I don’t want her to guess who the father is. She has not asked me since the day I told her about being pregnant. I wonder if she thinks that Stuart is the father. She saw the way we behaved at her wedding.

Neither of us paid attention to anyone else. I had been so surprised at the changes in Stuart. He has grown into a far more handsome man than I dreamed he would. He writes me letters every week still, but I haven’t told him about Adam. I don’t know how to tell him. When he comes home from school at Christmas, he will know. He may suspect he is the father, but if he did, he’d come home. I don’t want to interrupt his third year in college.

I watched Nate reverently hold our baby son as he dipped the water over his head. I don’t think anyone noticed the awe that filled his face but me. Francine does not suspect. If she knew, she would have said something. Francine is not a closed-mouth person.

I don’t know what to think. I have loved Nate for so long now. My heart aches looking at him and wanting him the way I do, but I don’t want to hurt Janessa. She often comes with Jessica, Rebecca, and Elisa to visit my father. Her daughters are beautiful.

October 15, 1974

Now my little baby is three months old. I love holding him and nursing him. He is such a beautiful baby. I look at him and marvel. He is growing quickly, and he is a hungry little boy. I am determined to continue nursing him even though he nurses frequently. I look into his beautiful, blue-green eyes, and my heart melts. I love running my fingers through his short, dark hair that sticks up in odd ways. I never knew I could love someone as much as I love this little boy. No matter the circumstances of his birth, I am happy to have my little Adam. Adam is up a couple times in the night, and I am supremely tired. Dad is great help. I don’t know what I would do without him. I don’t have much spare time in my day, but I paint my son as much as I can. Oh, no, I hear Adam crying in his crib. He must be hungry again.

November 20, 1974

My little Adam is growing so fast. He can now roll over onto his stomach. He is content most of the time, playing with his toys and sucking on anything he can wrap his fist around. He likes his swing. I carry it around from room to room to keep him content.

I must help Dad as much as I can with the bakery. Business is going great, and Dad needs me. Fortunately, Adam has taken to his swing and doesn’t need me to hold him as much. We go for walks around Lake Como even though it is quite cold now. Fall is so very lovely, but now the trees are bare. The November wind bites right through me. Soon, I won’t walk around the lake. It will be too cold for Adam.

Over a year ago, Nate and I created my little bloom. Even though I ache when I think of how much I loved him, I am happy to have my special piece of him. I try not to think about Nate often. It only makes me cry when I do. Nate has moved on. He has a wife and daughters. Still, I see sadness in his eyes when our eyes meet from time to time, but he masks it well.
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