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Sean Gillespie hadn't left his bedroom for a few years before finally seeking Rod Cohen's help.

"I was in a pretty depressed sort of state, out of control, not very rational and clear-headed," Gillespie said.

The 19-year-old was also cutting himself with knives after the stress of being caught in the middle between his divorced parents. 

But the ability of Cohen, a social worker and psychotherapist, to provide "an outside perspective" on Gillespie's life proved to be the turning point for the teen.

He was later able to go back to school and get a part-time job.

"Rod's provided an inspiration for me to get out of the house and do things differently," Gillespie said.

FORMER CRACK HOUSE

He's one of the hundreds of youth who've climbed the narrow stairs of a former crack house on Blake St. by Jones Ave. and Gerrard St. E., to unload their problems on Cohen and get help in turning their lives around.

Cohen offers troubled people aged 16-25 something they desperately need -- a compassionate ear and support through free, individual counselling.

Abuse, depression and involvement in crime are just some of the burdens people bring to Cohen.

With not much more than a street bench, Cohen co-founded the Blake Boultbee Youth Outreach Service in 1989. The charitable service was originally started to help teens in the Blake Boultbee social housing community.

"He's managed to build relationships in a troubled community in terms of young people who come from poor families and who have been marginalized in many ways," said Lynne Raskin, executive director of the South Riverdale Community Health Centre and former board director of the outreach service. "He gives them time and space."

Time is a crucial factor for those Cohen helps. The 47-year-old gives counselling to people for as long as they want it.

"When dealing with the young people who are coming from such places of damage, places of hurt, harm, suffering or abuse, the person isn't able to make those dramatic changes in their life in a short period of time," Cohen said.

The tall, former rock 'n' roller knows it's more expensive and time-consuming to give individual counselling. But Cohen is convinced it's the most effective way to help troubled youth who don't have anywhere else to turn for counselling.

"There's nothing that can match the efficacy of working intensively on an individual basis," Cohen said.

"To work on someone's life requires an intensive therapeutic relationship," Cohen said. "Doing individual work is harder. It takes more time and more resources, but the benefits to the individual who you can work with on a one-to-one basis are so much bigger."

Cohen's become so well-known for his intensive counselling that he now deals with youth from across Toronto. He sees about 30 people a week.

His free work means he doesn't have to turn away anyone who can't afford to pay a psychotherapist $50 to $150 an hour.

Jane Greer, executive director of the Hassle Free Clinic which provides sexual health information, doesn't hesitate to refer people to Cohen.

'NO QUICK FIXES'

"The guy's emotionally fearless," Greer said. "He understands that when people are dealing with complex issues there are no quick fixes. (He's an) example of a service we should emulate."

One of Cohen's proudest moments on the job was when he broke down a rivalry between Blake Boultbee youth gangs that threatened to explode.

The situation had become so bad Cohen believed the teens were going to "kill or be killed." Cohen called a meeting with those involved to deflate what he calls the bubble that the self-absorbed teens were living in.

"I was going to take a pin and put a prick in the bubble," Cohen recalled. "It was resolved afterwards without any violence."

