Kinship, all smiles or not, at Russian and Cape Verdean centers
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The scene at the Cape Verdean Adult Day Health Center on a recent afternoon looked like a party: Festive music, people dancing, card games here and there, smiles all around. Was it a holiday, or maybe a group birthday party? No, said program director Lucy Dasilva -- if it were a party, there'd be a band and a lot more dancing. This, she said, is just what happens every day.

"The dancing helps eliminate high blood pressure," she said, "and it helps the mind relax. Even if they're in a wheelchair, you see them moving their feet. . . . It's extraordinary."

Judging by the expressions of the 70 or so seniors there, it's clear that the health benefits take a distant second place to the fact that dancing, along with the card-playing and socializing, is just plain fun.

Not so long ago, such fun was hard to come by for many there, on a daily basis or otherwise. Before the center opened last July, most spent their time alone in their homes or those of their children, unable to get out much due to a combination of infirmity and, frequently, an inability to read the names and numbers of bus routes. Other day programs offered for seniors, said Dasilva, weren't much help, because they tended to be designed for people who spent their entire lives in the United States.

"The Americans, they have something to go to," said Dasilva, 47, who was born in Cape Verde and came to the United States at age 7, "but never did the Cape Verdeans have a center" where they could say, " 'This is where I can go, and be safe, and have the food, my own taste of the islands.' "

The seniors are taken care of by a staff made up almost entirely of Cape Verdeans, all of whom know the language, the dance steps, and the right way to cook food so that it tastes just like home. Many local Cape Verdeans also took part in renovating the space, formerly used as storage by a limousine company.

The initial spark for the center, however, came not from Cape Verdeans themselves, but from a group that has nothing, and everything, in common with them: local Russians. Members of the Russian community opened a culturally specific senior day center, Zabota ("care" in Russian) in Allston in 2003, which serves Russians as well as a few Ukrainians, Armenians, Iranians, Hungarians.

Taking that model and transplanting it to Dorchester was the idea of Ed Shapiro, 35, of Norwood, who co-owns Zabota along with four other Russian investors. Local Cape Verdeans who knew Shapiro through a physical therapy business he ran nearby urged him to open a similar center for Cape Verdeans. It was an experiment, which, surprisingly, required very few adjustments.

"It's exactly the same situation," said Alex Matov, 30, an investor in as well as the director of both centers. "Different backgrounds, different mentality, different culture, but very much the same."

Other than Russian instead of Cape Verdean Creole spoken, potatoes instead of cassavas, and a few other minor details, the centers are nearly identical. Both serve about 70 seniors a day out of a total membership of more than 200, with some members coming every day, others two days a week. All of the clients are picked up at their homes in vans each morning and taken home in the afternoon; in between they get breakfast, lunch, exercise, games, and medical care provided by a staff, including on-site nurses, that speaks their language.

There are some differences, to be sure: The typical Cape Verdean client is a decade younger than those at Zabota, where the average is roughly 85, making the dancing, singing, and game-playing at Zabota a bit less energetic. Smiles also don't come quite as naturally at Zabota, but not necessarily because they're having less fun with the more sedate fare, such as a variation, led by a staffer on a piano, on the game show "Name That Tune," or a memory game in which participants were asked to recall their first loves. They're enjoying themselves, said Matov; it's just that smiling isn't part of that generation's culture.

"You have to remember history," he explained, noting that many of the clients lived through the horrors of World War II, either as soldiers or as civilians, and then the hardships of Communist rule. "History is very tough in Russia. People . . . don't smile."

Other than that -- which Matov says they try to work on -- the Russians and Cape Verdeans are very similar. Both, he said, are reluctant to call the police or 911 for help in an emergency; many are also wary of medical professionals, and are thus unfamiliar with common preventive measures such as checking blood sugar, or taking only as much medication as they need, rather than doubling or tripling the dosages on days when they're not feeling quite right.

One cultural trait is at the core of both centers, and the adult day care movement generally: An extreme reluctance to go into nursing homes, or to put elderly relatives in one.

"In the Russian culture, it's not a sin, but it's a very bad thing," said Matov. "They do it because sometimes there is nothing else that can be done, but it's -- what's the best word for it? -- it's a shame to put your parents in a nursing home."

At the Cape Verdean center, meanwhile, "99 to 100 percent of their children would not send their mother to a nursing home," said Dasilva. The success at the group's three centers -- they also operate, but do not own, another Russian-centric center in Lynn -- hasn't gone unnoticed. Matov said that while they've been approached by people from other ethnic communities, and they're planning to open a Cape Verdean center in Brockton, they don't want to do too much too soon.

Assistant director Chrissie Schettini, 25, who divides her time among all three centers, said, "We don't want to just keep pumping out centers; we want to make sure that every patient is getting what they need, whether it's their patient file . . . or making sure that we recognize everybody's birthday.

"We're really trying to make it so that they have a place where they can come, they can be happy, and they can feel like they're participating in their lives."

