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        To everyone who was taught that the worst thing

        they could do with their pain was speak it aloud.

        You were wrong. And so was I.
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        Orlando's book, Thank God I Failed, combines a harrowing personal life story of struggle against death by suicide with the intellectual rigour and detachment of a mind trained and experienced in the law and legal ethics. The result is a riveting memoir of survival and a cogent, powerful argument against extending Canada's Medical Assistance in Dying legislation to include people whose sole underlying medical condition is a mental illness. The proposal engages the most contentious ethical and legal issues of our generation. We will be judged by the outcome of the debate. As someone who has recently experienced the loss of a close colleague and dear friend to death by suicide, this book gave me insight into the disturbing logic that leads to such a tragic loss. To understand the true implications for our society and for those who seek to extinguish their pain in this way, this book, authored by one of Canada’s leaders of the legal profession, is a "must read."

      

        

      
        Thomas G. Conway, LLB, LLD, Partner, Conway Baxter, LLP, Former Treasurer of the Law Society of Ontario

      

      

      

      
        
        The first time I heard Orlando Da Silva’s story was at a conference many years ago, before mental health was something you could discuss at all in the legal profession. When he was done, I noticed something remarkable. Many in the overflowing crowd were openly weeping. Not out of pity but because we all felt a cathartic mixture of relief and resonance with a story of trauma, despair, and triumph in the small victories, of still showing up, not giving up. This incredible book does the same thing for any new reader. It is transformational in the same way, giving us all a glimpse into perseverance in the face of powerful internal struggles and how to find glimmers of hope to keep going. Finally, Orlando uses his voice as someone with lived experience to engage the deeply contested question of MAiD expansion for mental illness in Canada — a debate with life and death consequences that has been insufficiently informed by voices like his. By wading in, he is saving lives. I commend this book to everyone who is thoughtful about mental health among professionals, trauma, and the human condition.

      

        

      
        Anita Szigeti, President, Law and Mental Disorder Association (Canada)

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank God I Failed is a powerful firsthand account of the hammer-forge of childhood trauma, attempted suicide, and its impact on the trajectory of a life, honed through trial into profound depth of character, insight, and empathy in the service of others. It is also a verdict of hope and a surgical indictment of Canada’s plans to destroy hope by extending euthanasia to those suffering mental illness alone.

      

        

      
        Christopher Lyon, PhD, University of York, UK

      

      

      

      
        
        Devastating and darkly humorous at the same time, this raw, rigorous, and deeply humane memoir offers what research alone cannot: lived truth. It dismantles the seductive logic of suicide and challenges the lie that we are burdens when we suffer. More than a story of survival, it is a testament to human resilience, to the extraordinary capacity to rebuild, to reclaim purpose, and to rise into leadership after profound despair. This book is not only a memoir. It is a lifeline. It will save lives.

      

        

      
        Dr. Katy Kamkar, PhD, C.Psych., Clinical Psychologist, Centre for Addiction and Mental Health

      

      

      

      
        
        Orlando’s memoir is a poignant and unflinchingly honest telling not just of his own powerful story, but also of unspoken and often painful truths of the systems that shape us. From primary school through to the world of law, from being tossed off a balcony as a toddler to trying to take his own life as an adult, he makes us reflect on our own roles as either toddler tossers, or as Mrs. Forresters. His insights highlight how false internalized burden becomes an existential threat, either through our own hands, or those of the state via assisted death; and he reminds us that love and caring is not about abandoning a person by becoming complicit with their mental illness, but about staying with them despite it. Orlando, you did not fail – thank goodness you succeeded at filling in the blank spaces between the false narratives fed you by depression and society, and in sharing your powerful voice for us to hear.

      

        

      
        Dr. K. Sonu Gaind, MD, FRCP(C), DFAPA

        Board Member, World Federation for Mental Health

      

      

      

      
        
        At a time when emotionally charged, often secondhand narratives promoting a romanticized medical response to suffering dominate the media landscape, Orlando Da Silva’s firsthand account of his struggle with mental illness offers a timely and much-needed counterpoint that reflects the full complexity of human experience.

      

        

      
        In this deeply moving memoir, Da Silva reveals how façades of professional success can hide profound vulnerability and sustained battles with mental illness. His evocative book does not ask for pity but insists that hope remains possible even in the darkest corners of treatment-resistant depression. Help, he shows us, arrives in unexpected forms: love and challenge from family and friends, emergency care, an array of therapies, even an involuntary hospitalization that was simultaneously traumatic and lifesaving. Warm words from teachers, colleagues, and strangers often make a difference too.

      

        

      
        Da Silva’s central argument is as personal as it is urgent: if medical assistance in dying had been available when he was at his lowest, he would not be here to bear witness. His book is a critical reminder that for help to take root, societal structures, legal frameworks, and medical care must create the necessary time and space, rather than replacing suicide prevention with the offer of a lethal alternative. It is a voice the current debate urgently needs.

      

        

      
        Professor Trudo Lemmens, Professor and Scholl Chair in Health and Policy, Henry N.R. Jackman Faculty of Law, University of Toronto. He is cross appointed to the Dalla Lana School of Public Health, the Temerty Faculty of Medicine, University of Toronto

      

      

      

      
        
        I wish I had known of Orlando’s battle with depression during our years together at the University of Waterloo; we could have helped each other. Because he has had the courage to tell his story in Thank God I Failed, more people will understand what it means to live with severe depression, and those who are suffering will find in these pages the inspiration to seek the help they need.

      

        

      
        The 10-point scale alone, Orlando’s simple, honest tool for measuring safety, rather than happiness, is worth the price of the book. I have already shared it with people I love.

      

        

      
        I thank God that MAiD for mental illness did not exist in 2008.

      

        

      
        Nancy Hammer Dale, retired guidance counselor and friend since 1987
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        I looked at the stars, and considered how awful it would be for a man to turn his face up to them as he froze to death, and see no help or pity in all the glittering multitude.

        Charles Dickens, Great Expectations
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      This is a memoir. The events described are drawn from my own memory, journals, and records. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals who did not choose to be part of this story. Where names have been changed, I have tried to remain faithful to the truth of the person and the relationship. Nothing else has been altered to make the past more comfortable than it was.
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      This book began as something I never intended to write.

      For most of my adult life, I kept the central fact of my story hidden: that on December 18, 2008, I tried to end my life and that I spent the months that followed in a psychiatric ward, alone, without visitors. I was a senior lawyer. I held significant responsibilities. I was a candidate in the Federal General Election. I was, by every measure the world uses, successful. And I was certain, with false confidence of a depressed mind, that my death would be a kindness to the people I loved most.

      I broke that silence in 2014, during my term as President of the Ontario Bar Association, in an interview I had not planned to give and could not take back. The response was not what I expected. Lawyers wrote to me. Judges called. Strangers stopped me in hallways to say, quietly, “Me too.” I learned that the thing I had hidden out of shame was the thing that made others feel less alone.

      This memoir is the fuller telling of that story, going beyond the interview to the childhood that preceded it, the silence that enabled it, and the slow, stubborn work of learning to stay alive. It is also, necessarily, a book about Canada’s debate about whether people like me, whose only underlying condition is a mental illness should be offered medical assistance in dying. That debate is no longer abstract. It is scheduled to become law in Canada.

      I wrote this book because policy arguments need bodies. Not bodies in the political sense, providing talking points and case studies, but the real, breathing, inconvenient body of a person who would have met every clinical criterion for “irremediable suffering” and who is alive today only because his suicide attempt failed and a system built to contain risk accidentally gave him time to reconsider what his life was worth.

      I am that inconvenient data point.

      If this book changes even one mind, about depression, about silence, about what we owe the most vulnerable people in our care, then every uncomfortable page was worth writing.

      
        
        Orlando Da Silva

        Ottawa, 2026
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      This book is not an easy read.

      Its title forewarns you of that. It is a story of trauma and suffering, an attempt at suicide, and a serious mental illness. But that is not by any means the whole story of Orlando Da Silva’s life. This book is also a story of self-awareness, recovery, and a passionate mission to help others. Yes, this is a memoir, but it is a story of a life in mid-journey. The story is not over.

      I met Orlando at a dinner attended by several hundred people in 2014. As the new President of the Ontario Bar Association, he was celebrated as the guest of honor. I was a newly appointed Chief Justice of Ontario. At the end of the dinner, after the usual introductions, Orlando rose and spoke about what became the central message of his presidency: his personal experience with mental illness; how it affected him and those close to him; and what we can do to support our families, friends and colleagues who live with mental illness.

      Orlando’s message was deeply personal. It was equally powerful and transformative. It resonated with everyone in the room. Here was a leader of the bar, an accomplished litigator, speaking about his own experience with depression and anxiety. The impact of the speech was immediate—when it ended, Orlando was surrounded by audience members thanking him for sharing his story. As I think I realized at the time, and have confirmed through this book, many were saying “me too.”

      For centuries, even in the current one, mental illness has been kept under wraps, not spoken about in public. People affected by it were unfairly labeled as unpredictable and unreliable. They were stigmatized and marginalized. Because of that, people who experienced mental illness hid their condition to avoid stigma and its consequences. Often to the point of not seeking help in the form of medication, therapy, or other supports. This was particularly so in the legal profession—especially in litigation, Orlando’s field—where aggression, toughness, and dogged persistence are prized attributes. Lawyers didn’t seek help because they were afraid that doing so would damage their careers. That they wouldn’t get good work, advance in the profession or “make partner.”

      Yet here was Orlando, approaching the pinnacle of his career as a lawyer, telling us about his own experience and demonstrating by his own actions that it was all right to talk about it. That help was available. That the practice of law was not incompatible with mental illness.

      Orlando’s term as OBA President was completed in 2015, but he has continued to give hundreds of talks about living with depression. He has told those experiencing mental illness they are not alone. He has demonstrated that a lawyer who has a mental illness can lead a full, balanced and successful life in the law. Orlando’s advocacy and example have been a catalyst for a revolution in how the legal profession addresses mental illness. He has not only changed lives, he has saved lives.

      This book also enters an important debate, that will define Canadian law well into the future, as Parliament considers whether to extend medical assistance in dying to people whose sole underlying condition is mental illness. Orlando’s story stands as essential testimony, a first-person account of what irremediable suffering can look like from the inside, and what becomes possible when a person is given time, treatment, and security. Whatever one’s view in that debate, this voice deserves to be heard.

      This book explains how, as someone who has lived with recurring depressive episodes since childhood, Orlando has learned to manage his illness. He describes, among other things, the value of simply being able to sit beside another person, not necessarily engaging in conversation, but just to let them know they are not alone.

      This is an important message to those who are concerned about the mental health of a family member, a friend, or a work colleague. Sometimes, just being there, asking “are you okay?” or saying “I’m here for you” in a caring and supportive way, is enough.

      I came to this book not only as a former Chief Justice, but as someone for whom this subject is deeply personal. Sixty-five years ago, mental illness arrived without warning in my own family when my mother was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. She lived with it for the rest of her life. None of the many medical professionals who treated her to were able to give us much insight into her illness. Orlando has written the book we needed. I am deeply sorry we did not have it then.

      Orlando’s message has resonated with the legal community. He has received particular support from members of his former workplace, the Crown Law Office in the Ministry of the Attorney General and from leaders of the bar. Law firms have come to appreciate that providing mental health supports is not just the right thing today, it makes for a healthier and more productive workplace. While we have come a long way in a little more than a decade, there is more work to be done.

      Some of that work will be fostered by the Ontario Bar Association’s Orlando Da Silva Award, established in 2024 in Orlando’s honor, to encourage and recognize initiatives for the improvement of mental wellbeing in the Justice Sector. There could be no more appropriate tribute to the author than to establish this award in his name.

      In five decades at the bar and on the bench, I have never encountered a story so powerful and compelling. Thank you, Orlando, for writing this book. We have much to learn from it.

      
        
        George R. Strathy

        Former Chief Justice of Ontario

        Toronto, Ontario

        March 2026
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        I feel hollow inside. I am having a hard time thinking of the future...My life seems joyless now and will always be.

        Journal entry, June 8, 2009, at 3:15pm, age 41

      

      

      

      The night I tried to die was quiet and practical.

      I was forty. I had lived with major depression since I was nine, through elementary school, high school, law school, Bay Street, the Ministry of the Attorney General of Ontario, the 40th Canadian General Election, and titles that made others think I’d “made it.” I fought my depression with every tool available. I tried over 40 antidepressants, anti-anxiety and anti-insomnia medications, group therapy, and almost every kind of talk therapy. None of it worked, not in the long term, not in the medium term. I even thought “success” could fill the unfillable void. It didn’t. As far as I could tell, one day, unwelcome and unannounced, depression entered my life, stood on my throat, and without pity or remorse, never left. It merely varied the pressure. Nothing diminished the core belief it downloaded: that I was then, had always been, and would always be, a burden.

      On December 18, 2008, I swallowed 180 sleeping pills and drank two litres of alcohol. Thirty pills would normally kill someone my size, never mind the alcohol. I knew I would likely die, but nothing could bring me to care. In the misguided mercy of my illness, my indifference to death was the single greatest act of love that I could offer those who mattered.

      Some have called suicide the ultimate act of selfishness, an impulsive act of cruelty and pain, born of self-pity and self-absorption, left to shatter the lives of those who love you. I saw the opposite: the last remaining altruistic act I could offer my loved ones. I had the agency, competence, and fortitude to remove myself––the whole decrepit, disappointing weight of me––from their lives. And they would be all the better for it.

      In the weeks leading to that night, I googled how to write a suicide note, somehow motivated to write a good one, as if it mattered. I even drafted several, but none captured the self-hatred and anguish I silently harbored, without also shaming me into further and greater silence. That night, there would be no note. No ritual. No drama. Just a tired man, sitting alone, in silent decline, deciding that everyone would be better off without the dark cloud that followed him everywhere.

      When I swallowed my last handful of pills and emptied my last glass of wine, I had already spent more than four hours doomscrolling, or whatever its 2008 equivalent might have been. As my vision blurred, tunneled, and disappeared, I fell heavily onto the linoleum floor. My Blackberry rolled from inside my breast pocket and grazed my left cheek, resting gently within reach. Although I could neither see, nor hear, nor barely feel, the impact breached my mind’s tyrannical, altruistic logic with a fleeting moment of heartbreaking clarity: I had not said goodbye to my nine-year-old daughter, Candace.

      With fumbling hands, I grabbed my phone and willed my fingers to find the letter “k”, the only button, randomly chosen, where I had programmed a speed dial. From the trackball in the center, I knew the “k” was two rows down and three letters across. I pressed it. The voice on the other end was understandably annoyed and then calmly reassuring. It was a practiced calm that only comes from years of working as a neonatal intensive care nurse steadying the nerves of frantic parents.

      I faintly whispered, “I think I made a mistake.”

      Although I have nothing but fragmented memories of the immediate aftermath, I know my estranged wife, Adrienne, saved a life I didn’t want saved.

      I woke up in the emergency ward, sensing no signs of an afterlife.

      Nauseous and grainy with awareness, I learned my body had refused to cooperate. When a nurse explained how they kept me alive, I was more annoyed than relieved.

      My first clear thought was anger––toward myself. Then disappointment. You can’t even do this right.

      The psychiatrist didn’t call what I’d done brave or selfish. She called it a suicide attempt. She didn’t congratulate me for surviving. She didn’t scold me for trying. She did something far more destabilizing. She took my pain seriously and wanted to know why I wanted to die. Adrienne listened, waiting for her moment.

      When the psychiatrist asked questions that I didn’t want to answer, Adrienne refused to allow my evasive explanations to land. She simply wouldn’t cooperate with the performance, pleading instead for the hospital to admit me. On the strength of Adrienne’s insistence, the psychiatrist admitted me to the ward against my will.

      At the time, it felt like betrayal. I wanted my freedom. I wanted the right to “solve” the problem of me in whatever way I saw fit. Only much later would I understand what Adrienne had done. In a life where love was so often confused with silence, denial, or violence, she gave me a different definition: love as the refusal to let you disappear, even when you’re begging, politely, firmly, and persuasively, to be allowed to die.

      I spent six months at Grand River Hospital in Kitchener, but only the first 72 hours were involuntary. The rest of the time I submitted myself to their treatment plan, believing that it was my last best chance to get better.

      The hospital stood less than two kilometres from my mother’s home at 282 Weber Street West, in Kitchener, but she never visited. None of my family did. Nor did any friends or colleagues. They couldn’t visit, because, with two exceptions, I never told anyone I was there.

      I was a senior lawyer with a public profile in a profession that worshipped competence and composure, fearlessness and strength. To admit I was in a psychiatric ward after a suicide attempt felt, to me, like social and professional self-destruction. So I chose a different kind of destruction: isolation. Using email as a shield, I told my family that I was too busy to see them on account of work: missing Christmas, New Year’s Eve, Valentine’s Day, my mother’s birthday, and Easter. I gave work a medical note confirming my need for a six-month medical leave; never disclosing the reasons until 2014, six years later. To no one’s surprise, my family never called for me at work as if worried about my whereabouts. My brother’s stepdaughter worked as a nurse in the psychiatric ward that treated me. And so, as always, we knew how to pretend, as a family, to stay quiet, and to preserve the peace. This incident was no different.

      My two visitors were Chip, my best friend, and Katherine, a lawyer and former colleague. Neither of them would have known of my hospitalization had the police not informed my first ex-wife, Jelena, Candace’s mother, that I had attempted suicide. Upon learning of my attempt, Jelena hired a lawyer who, without warning, scheduled an emergency custody hearing in Windsor, Ontario, four hours west along Highway 401. I attended Court on a day pass granted by the hospital, and after two hours of waiting, and a little more than one hour of argument, the court declined to grant Jelena’s motion to limit access to my daughter.

      Relieved but exhausted, the hospital ward awaited my return—and so did life.

      Days passed in small, controlled increments: meds, meals, groups, vital signs. Doctors prescribed more and different antidepressants. I lay on a narrow bed while electricity passed through my brain to induce micro seizures. I sat in chairs that had seen better days and listened to people with lives very different from mine describe thoughts very similar to mine.

      Nothing made the pain vanish. Nothing suddenly taught me to want to live. For long stretches, the only thing that changed was that my old strategies: work harder, perform better, disappear more completely, no longer helped. In their place was something unfamiliar: being alive with no role to play except father.

      Tiny shifts began to happen in that sealed-off life. A nurse would ask me, without pity, how I was sleeping, as if my answer mattered. A fellow patient would sit beside me in the dayroom without explanation or apology and say, “It’s rough today, isn’t it?” A psychiatrist would insist on the stubborn, ordinary fact that my pain, however old and familiar, was not proof of my worthlessness. My mind kept insisting that suicide had been an act of love. The people around me quietly and consistently behaved as if staying was an act of love too.

      I had no great epiphany in those six months. No single turning point. What I had was time away from performance, from work, from the eyes I was sure would judge me. Time to notice that the voice in my head that sounded so authoritative might, in fact, be wrong.

      When I was a toddler, thrown off a second-floor balcony by my older cousins, for their own amusement, I lay on the ground and learned that survival could be shameful when silence collapsed. I learned that adults might care more about appearances than impact. I learned to get back up, smooth my shirt, and pretend nothing had happened.  Even then, no one needed to tell me that my cousins would face no consequences. Keeping the peace meant sucking it up.

      The psychiatric ward was the first place in forty years where I was not rewarded for pretending. I walked in convinced my death would be a gift. I walked out with the same illness, the same history, the same capacity for despair. But I also walked out with a question I’d never dared ask: What if my mind had been lying to me about my worth all along?

      Twelve years later, in March 2021, my country passed a law that removed the requirement in Canada’s medical assistance in dying regime (known, as MAiD) that death be reasonably foreseeable before a doctor or nurse practitioner could legally help you die. With this change, MAiD eligibility broadened considerably. The new law included a temporary exclusion for those cases where mental illness was the sole underlying condition. That exclusion was supposed to sunset on March 17, 2023, but implementation was delayed to March 17, 2024, and then to March 17, 2027.

      As politicians, academics, and commentators debate whether people, like me, with “treatment-resistant depression” and “irremediable suffering,” should have the right to die with medical help, my mind returns to that night in 2008 and that ward in 2009. Had MAiD for mental illness been available in 2008 (or during many other times in my life), my despair, when forcefully self-narrated in the voice of a seasoned trial lawyer, could have persuaded any expert that I was eligible for medical help in dying rather than medical help in living. What I needed then, and will likely need again, especially after March 17, 2027, is protection from my own certainty and ability to persuade.

      This book is my attempt to stand as one inconvenient data point in that debate. It is the story of how a child taught to survive by disappearing grew into a man convinced that his death would be a gift. And how, in a fluorescent-lit ward, surrounded by strangers, that conviction began, slowly and stubbornly, to lose its grip.

      It is also the story of how speaking the very thing I had hidden for decades—my depression, my attempt, my stay in that hospital—became the most meaningful work of my life.

      I’m alive because my suicide attempt failed.

      Because a psychiatrist listened.

      Because an estranged wife refused to let me go.

      Because a system designed to contain risk accidentally gave me time to reconsider what my life was worth.

      Thank God I failed.
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        Give sorrow words. The grief does not speak. Whispers the o’re-fraught heart and bids it break.

        William Shakespeare, Macbeth

      

      

      

      My first memory is of the sky and the taste of mud.

      I was two years old, on the second-floor balcony of our house on Samuel Street, in Kitchener, Ontario, a blue-collar city located about 110 kilometers west of Toronto via Highway 401 and Highway 8. My father and his two sisters rented the house together, a crowded vessel for three families, fourteen people in two bedrooms. My entire world, chaotic and loud, existed within the cramped quarters of that house.

      In a tangle of limbs, play, and malice, my cousins lifted me high over the railing and delivered me into the air. There was no time to call out. Just a bright strip of sky and then hardened mud. I hit chest-first. The impact slammed the air out of me; my mouth opened, and nothing rushed in or out. Grit salted my teeth; the smell of cut grass and damp earth filled my mouth as I grasped for breath that would not come. When air finally scraped back in, it burned. Something inside felt wrong. I was too young to name what, as I drew a single ragged inhale, then another, and another. Today, when I hear of broken ribs, I presume to know its pain.

      By the time my breathing machine remembered its job, the footsteps had already scattered, returning the balcony to its unsuspecting silence. No curtains moved. No door opened. No adult called. No one gathered. There was no rush to a hospital, only the willful blindness families often deployed in crowded houses to prevent pent up tensions from upending their delicate structure.

      Alone in the mud and grass, I rolled to my side and took inventory. Arms answered, knees answered, teeth, what few I had, were all there. My chest hummed like a jar of wasps. I stood and smoothed my shirt. The distance between the door to the second balcony and its railings were imprinted on my mind, but I opted for a simpler rule: stay away from the balcony and far from my cousins. I arranged my face into “ordinary” and felt Samuel Street, real or imagined, exhale.

      The body writes rules before the mind finds words. On that day, in the late spring of 1970, I learned that danger could live inside a house and smile as it lifted you over the edge. I learned that the people you love can be the ones who drop you. I learned that if I appeared “calm” and asked for nothing, adults would remain comfortable. Silence, they admonished. Keep the peace, they warned.

      I also learned I was not made of glass. Pain tolerance was useful information. And that endurance could mimic strength long enough to survive the evening. Those lessons kept me upright; they also taught me the value of invisibility.

      Only later did I understand that unpredictability is its own kind of violence. You don’t keep
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