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​PREFACE
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I don't know when I stopped writing you letters in my head.

Maybe it happened when I realized you would never read them. Or maybe when I understood that, even if you had read them, you wouldn't have known what to answer. Fathers and daughters speak different languages, I always knew that. But between us there was something more than a simple language barrier: there was a silence made of unspoken things, of avoided glances, of hugs never given.

These letters are not an act of accusation. They are not even a declaration of unconditional love, because that would be a lie, and I promised myself I would never lie to you again, not even now that perhaps it is too late to tell you certain things.

They are simply the truth. My truth.

There are things I would have wanted to tell you at ten years old, when I still believed that dads were superheroes. Others I should have told you at twenty, when I hated you with all the force of my adolescent anger. And others still that I would like to tell you now, now that I am old enough to understand that you too were just a man doing his best, even if your best was not always enough.

Not all letters to a father are roses and flowers. Some are thorns. Some are open wounds. Some are unanswered questions.

These are those letters.

The letters I never wrote to you because I was afraid. Afraid of hurting you, afraid of seeming ungrateful, afraid of admitting that between us there was a wall that neither of us ever had the courage to tear down.

But today, as I write these words, I am no longer afraid.

Because if there is one thing I have learned, it is that silence protects no one. Silence accumulates, grows, becomes a monster that feeds on everything we don't say. And I no longer want to feed that monster.

So here they are, dad. My letters. The things I never told you.

I don't know if you will ever read them. I don't even know if you will want to read them.

But I wrote them. And maybe, in the end, that is what matters.
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​PART I: THE THINGS I NEVER TOLD YOU


​CHAPTER 1 Dad, I Was Always Afraid of You


[image: ]


Dear Dad,

There is something I have never told you, a truth I have carried inside me my whole life and that only now, as an adult, I am able to put into words. I was always afraid of you. Not the physical fear of someone who is scared of being hit or hurt, but something more subtle and perhaps more devastating. It was the fear of disappointing you, the fear of your silence, the fear of that empty gaze that passed through me without truly seeing me. It was the fear of not being enough, of disturbing you, of existing too loudly in your presence.

I remember when I was a child and you came home from work. I would hear the sound of your car in the driveway and my body would automatically stiffen. I never knew what mood you would be in, whether you would want to be left alone or whether maybe, just maybe, you would have a moment for me. So I would wait, motionless, trying to read the signs. The way you closed the car door, whether you slammed it or closed it softly. The way you walked toward the house, whether your steps were heavy or light. The way you came in, whether you said hello or went straight to your room to change. I had become an expert at deciphering these minimal signals, because my emotional safety depended on them.

When I was little and did something wrong, it wasn't the punishment I feared. It was your silence. That heavy, dense silence that filled the house and made me feel as though I were suffocating. I almost preferred it when you shouted at me, because at least shouting was a reaction, it was an acknowledgment of my existence. But your silence erased me, made me invisible, made me feel as though I didn't exist at all. And that feeling was terrifying for a little girl who needed to know she mattered, that she existed, that she was seen.

I was afraid to ask you anything. Even the simplest questions, the ones other little girls asked their fathers naturally, were insurmountable mountains for me. "Dad, will you help me with my homework?" "Dad, can we play?" "Dad, will you tell me a story?" The words would get stuck in my throat, because I knew you would probably say no, or worse, you would say yes but with that tone that made it clear I was a nuisance, an interruption in your life. So I learned not to ask, to do everything on my own, to not need you. Not because I didn't need you, but because the fear of rejection was stronger than the need.

I was afraid of your rare moments of attention too. When you suddenly decided to take an interest in something I was doing, I would freeze. I didn't know how to behave, what to say, how to be. I was so afraid of ruining that precious moment, of saying the wrong thing or doing something that would make you lose interest. So I would become stiff, unnatural, and this probably pushed you even further away. It was a vicious cycle where my fear created exactly the distance I was afraid of.

Growing up, the fear didn't go away, it only transformed. As a teenager I was afraid of your judgment, even though you never expressed it openly. I was afraid of bringing home a grade that wasn't excellent, of choosing the wrong friends, of disappointing you in ways I couldn't even define because you never told me what you expected of me. I lived in a constant state of anxiety, trying to be perfect at everything, hoping that maybe perfection would earn me your approval, your affection, your presence.

I was afraid to show you my emotions. When I was sad, I hid my tears. When I was angry, I smothered my rage. When I was happy, I contained my enthusiasm. Because I had learned that emotions made you uncomfortable, that you didn't know how to handle them, that it was better to show nothing at all rather than risk watching you run away once again. So I became a master at hiding what I felt, at presenting a calm and controlled facade even when inside I was a chaos of emotions.

This fear shaped me in ways I am still discovering. It made me cautious in relationships, always ready to withdraw before being rejected. It made me a perfectionist, convinced that only excellence could make me worthy of love. It made me incapable of asking for help, because asking for help means admitting you need someone, and I had learned that needing leads only to disappointment. It made me hypersensitive to rejection, capable of seeing abandonment even where there is none, because that was the only thing I knew.

And the saddest thing, dad, is that you probably never knew about this fear. You probably thought I was simply a quiet child, a daughter who didn't cause problems, an independent girl who didn't need much. You didn't see the fear behind that quietness, the pain behind that independence, the desperate need behind that facade of self-sufficiency. And I never told you, because I was too afraid of that too, of admitting how much power you had over me, how much you frightened me, how much I needed you despite everything.

Now that I am an adult, I am learning to recognize this fear for what it is. It is no longer the fear of a defenseless little girl, but the echo of that fear that still resonates within me. I am learning that I no longer have to be afraid of you, that I can set boundaries, that I can choose how much of myself to share and how much to keep protected. But that fear has left deep scars, ways of being and reacting that I must consciously unlearn every day.

I am writing this to you not to make you feel guilty, even though perhaps you should feel guilty. I am writing it to you because I need you to know. I need you to understand that the little girl you saw as so quiet and independent was actually terrified. Terrified of not being enough, terrified of being too much, terrified of existing in the wrong way. And that fear colored every moment of my childhood, every interaction we had, every memory of you that I carry.

I was always afraid of you, dad. And this is the truth I have carried in silence for too long.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 2 I Never Told You That I Missed You
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Dear Dad,

There is a strange paradox in my childhood that only now I am able to fully understand. I missed you. I missed you constantly, deeply, painfully. But I never told you, and the most absurd thing is that I missed you even when you were there, sitting in the same room, a few feet away from me. Because your physical presence didn't fill the void of your emotional absence. You were there but you weren't, and this form of missing was perhaps more painful than a total physical absence.

When I was a child and I watched you leave for work in the morning, I felt a weight in my chest that I didn't know how to name. Now I know it was anticipatory nostalgia, the knowledge that when you came back you would be tired, distant, unreachable. I already missed you before you left, because I knew that even when you returned I wouldn't really have you. Other little girls waited for their fathers with excitement, knowing they would play together, that they would tell each other about their day, that they would have those moments of connection that make coming home special. I waited for you with a hope that grew ever fainter, dimming a little more with each evening that passed just like the one before.

I missed you during the silent dinners, when the only sound was that of cutlery against plates and I would have so loved for you to ask me how my day had gone, what I had learned at school, whether I was happy or sad or worried about something. I missed you even when you were sitting right across from me, because the emotional distance between us was so vast that you could have been on the other side of the world and it would have made no difference. I would watch other families at restaurants, the ones where fathers laughed with their children, where conversations flowed naturally, where there was life and warmth, and I would wonder what was wrong with us, why we couldn't be like that.

I missed you in the important moments of my life, even when you were physically present. At school plays where you sat in the audience but with your mind clearly elsewhere, watching the clock, waiting for it to end. At volleyball matches where you came out of duty but not out of interest, where you didn't cheer when I scored a point, where you didn't encourage me when I made a mistake. At birthdays where you were there but didn't truly celebrate, where your presence was more a social obligation than a shared joy. In all those moments I missed you terribly, because I wanted a father who was really there, not just physically but emotionally, mentally, with his whole heart.

I missed you when I needed comfort and didn't know how to ask for it. When I came home in tears because someone had made fun of me at school, when my first love had broken my heart, when I was afraid of the future and didn't know which path to take. In all those moments I would have wanted to come to you, to know that you would have held me, that you would have told me everything was going to be alright, that you would have found the right words to make me feel better. But I knew I couldn't, that if I had come to you you would have stiffened, that you wouldn't have known what to say or do, that you probably would have escaped with some excuse. So I faced everything alone, and I missed you in every single moment of that solitude.

I missed you in the happy moments too, perhaps even more. When I won a prize and wanted to share that joy with someone who was truly proud of me. When I reached an important milestone and would have wanted to celebrate it with you. When something good happened to me and my first thought was "I have to tell dad" followed immediately by the awareness that even if I told you, your reaction would be lukewarm, detached, insufficient. So I learned to contain my joy, not to expect anyone to share it with me, and I missed you in that empty space where your celebration should have been.

I missed you when I watched other fathers with their daughters. When I saw a father holding his daughter's hand in the park, when I saw one making her laugh by telling her silly jokes, when I saw one looking at her with those eyes full of love and pride that I had never seen in yours. In those moments I missed you so much it physically hurt, because I could see what I could have had and didn't, I could see the father you could have been and weren't.

And the strangest thing is that I missed you even when I tried to convince myself that I didn't care, that I didn't need you, that I was perfectly capable of managing on my own. Because that forced independence was just a defense mechanism, a way of protecting myself from the constant pain of your absence. But beneath that facade of self-sufficiency, that little girl kept missing you, kept hoping that one day you would be different, that one day you would truly see me.

I never told you that I missed you. How could I have? Saying "I miss you" to someone who is physically present but emotionally absent seemed absurd, seemed like an admission of weakness I couldn't afford. And I was afraid that if I had told you, you would have looked at me with that confused expression of yours, as though you didn't understand what I was talking about, as though your physical presence should have been enough and I was ungrateful for wanting more.

So I carried this missing in silence, like a constant weight in my chest, like a void that nothing seemed able to fill. I tried to fill it with other things, with academic results, with friendships, with first loves, with anything that could distract me from that dull and constant pain. But nothing truly worked, because what was missing was you, and no substitute could fill that specific void.

Now that I am an adult, that missing has transformed. It is no longer the sharp pain of a little girl desperately waiting for her dad. It has become something duller, more accepted, but no less real. I still miss you, dad. I miss the father you could have been, the relationship we could have had, all those moments we never shared. I miss something I never had, and perhaps this is the most painful form of nostalgia.

I am telling you now, even if perhaps it is too late, even if perhaps it will change nothing. I missed you then, and I still miss you now. Not the person you are, but the person I would have wanted you to be. Not the presence you had, but the one you never had. I miss you, dad. And this is a truth I have carried in silence for too long.
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​CHAPTER 3 I Just Wanted You to Look at Me
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Dear Dad,

If I had to reduce my entire childhood to a single wish, it would be this: I just wanted you to look at me. Not a distracted glance while you were doing something else, not a quick look before going back to the newspaper or the television, but a real, full, present gaze. A gaze that truly saw me, that acknowledged my existence, that told me without words "I see you, you matter, you count." But that gaze never came, and I spent years searching for it, doing anything to obtain it, hoping that maybe this time it would be different.

I remember when I was six years old and I learned to ride a bike without training wheels. I was so proud of myself, so excited. I pedaled all the way home shouting "Dad, dad, look at me!" and when I arrived in front of you, when I made that perfect turn without falling, you were looking the other way. "Dad, are you watching me?" I asked, and you said "yes, yes" without even turning around. And I knew it wasn't true, I knew you hadn't seen me, but I pretended to believe you because admitting the opposite hurt too much.

At school I always drew for you. Every drawing, every little project, every creation was made thinking of the moment I would show it to you, imagining your reaction, hoping that this time you would really stop and look. I would come home with these treasures in my hands, my heart beating fast with excitement, and I would show them to you with shining eyes. You would take a quick glance, say "very nice" without really looking, and set them aside. You never asked what they represented, never noticed the details, never saw how much love and hope I had put into those sheets of paper. And I would watch them end up in a drawer or worse in the bin, and every time it was as though you were throwing away a piece of my heart.

When I got good grades, and I got them often because I thought that perhaps academic excellence would capture your attention, I would run to show you. "Dad, look, I got ten in maths!" And you would nod, say "well done" without lifting your eyes from what you were doing. You never asked me how I had done it, whether it had been difficult, whether I was proud of myself. You never celebrated those successes with me. They were just numbers on a page, not proof of my effort, not occasions to connect, not moments to share.

At school plays I always looked for you in the audience. Even when I knew you probably wouldn't come, even when mum had already told me you were too busy, I looked for you anyway. And on the rare occasions when you were there, I spent the entire show trying to catch your gaze. I performed my part looking toward you, hoping to see pride or joy or at least interest in your eyes. But you looked at your watch, looked at your phone, looked everywhere except at me. And when it ended and the other children ran to their parents who hugged them saying how wonderful they had been, I would come to you and you would say "let's go" as though nothing special had happened.

I tried every way to make you look at me. I became good at everything, thinking that perhaps excellence would work where love was not enough. I won prizes, reached milestones, did things that other girls my age didn't do. But nothing seemed enough to truly capture your attention. And the more I tried, the more I realized that the problem wasn't that I wasn't doing enough, it was that you simply weren't looking. It didn't matter how good I was, how hard I tried, how perfect I was. Your eyes were always elsewhere.

Sometimes I even tried doing wrong things, thinking that perhaps negative attention was better than no attention. But even when I made mistakes, even when I did something that should have made you angry or worried, your reaction was lukewarm, detached. It was as though nothing I did, for better or worse, was significant enough to deserve your full attention.

Growing up, I began to understand that the gaze I was looking for would never come. And this awareness was devastating. Because it meant accepting that I wasn't interesting enough, important enough, special enough to deserve to be seen by my father. It meant accepting that I could be the most extraordinary person in the world and you would have kept looking elsewhere.

This lack of a gaze shaped me in profound ways. I became invisible, capable of moving through a room without being noticed, of existing without disturbing, of taking up as little space as possible. But at the same time I became desperately needy of attention from others, searching in every person I met for that gaze I had never received from you. And when someone truly looked at me, when someone saw me, I would cling to that person with a desperation that often frightened them and pushed them away.

I also developed a deep fear of being seen. Because if you, who were my father, didn't want to look at me, perhaps there was something in me that didn't deserve to be seen. Perhaps if people truly looked at me, they would see what you saw, something not enough, not interesting, not worthy of attention. So I oscillated between the desperate desire to be seen and the terrifying fear of truly being so.

Now that I am an adult, I am learning to look at myself. I am learning that my worth does not depend on your gaze, that I can see and acknowledge myself even if you don't. I am learning to be present for myself in the way you never were. But there is still that little girl inside me who looks for you with her eyes, who hopes that maybe this time you will turn around, that maybe this time you will truly see me.

I just wanted you to look at me, dad. That was all I asked. Not expensive gifts, not grand gestures, just your gaze. Just to know that I existed in your eyes, that I was important enough to deserve your attention, that I was worth seeing. But that gaze never came. And this is perhaps the deepest wound I carry, deeper than any unspoken word or hug never given.

Because if you never truly looked at me, how could you love me? How could you know me? How could I myself know who I was, if I never saw myself reflected in your eyes?

I just wanted you to look at me. And still, after all these years, a part of me still does.
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​CHAPTER 4 I Learned Not to Cry in Front of You
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Dear Dad,

There is a skill I developed as a child and that I still carry with me, a skill I should never have learned so early. I learned not to cry in front of you. I learned to stifle tears, to hold back sobs, to hide pain behind a facade of control. Not because I was naturally strong or stoic, but because I had understood very early that my tears made you uncomfortable, that you didn't know how to handle them, that the easiest thing for both of us was for me to simply not cry.

The first time I learned this lesson I was perhaps four or five years old. I had fallen in the park and scraped my knees. The pain was strong and the tears came naturally, as they come to all children when they get hurt. I ran to you looking for comfort, looking for you to pick me up and tell me everything was going to be alright. But instead of hugging me, you stiffened. You looked at my knees with an expression that seemed almost like annoyance and said "it's nothing, don't cry." There was no tenderness in those words, no understanding. There was only the implication that my tears were excessive, inappropriate, a problem to be solved.

From that moment I began to understand that crying in front of you didn't bring the comfort I was looking for, but your discomfort and your distance. So I learned to hold back. When I got hurt, I bit my lip until it bled rather than cry. When something hurt me emotionally, I waited until I was alone in my room before letting the tears out. When the pain was so strong that I couldn't control it, I hid, went to the bathroom or the garden or anywhere you couldn't see me.

I remember when my hamster died. I was seven years old and I loved him so much. I found him motionless in his cage one morning and my heart broke. I came to you with his little body in my hands, tears streaming down my face, desperately looking for someone who would understand my pain. But you looked at the hamster, then at me, and said "it was just a hamster, don't make a scene." A scene. As though my pain were a performance, as though my tears were exaggerated, as though loving something and suffering for its loss were something to be ashamed of.

That phrase taught me more than you can imagine. It taught me that my feelings were too much, that my pain was excessive, that I had to control my emotions because otherwise I was dramatic, exaggerated, problematic. So I began to minimize everything I felt. If something hurt me, I told myself it wasn't that bad. If something made me sad, I convinced myself it wasn't worth crying over. If something broke my heart, I kept it inside until it became a dull and manageable pain instead of
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