
require home health care at some point. If a wheel-
chair is in your future, you may need money to wid-
en doorways in your home. And your doctor could 
be warning that you’ll need to retire earlier than you 
had planned—or maybe your spouse will need to leave 
work to care for you.

With this information in hand, your financial advis-
er can adjust your 
investment portfolio 
and budget to pre-
pare for projected 
costs. And your es-
tate-planning law-
yer may revise your 
power of attorney 
and health care di-
rectives to address 
the characteristics 
of your illness. “I’ve 
seen too many peo-
ple panic and then 
make decisions that 
can be harmful,” 
says Martin Shenk-
man, an estate-
planning lawyer in 
Paramus, N.J., and 
author of Estate 
Planning for People 
with a Chronic Condition or Disability (Demos Health, 
$22). Your advisers “can help plan for this if you tell 
them what’s going on,” he says.

Shenkman learned the hard way how to give advice 
to clients with chronic illnesses. In 2006, his wife, 

A DIAGNOSIS OF A DEBILITATING CHRONIC DISEASE, SUCH

as Parkinson’s or multiple sclerosis, can be fright-
ening. But once you get over the initial shock, it’s 

time to get down to work, drawing up financial and 
estate plans tailored to your medical condition.

Your first task: Learn as much as possible about the 
likely progression and symptoms of your illness, and 
pass on the information to your advisers. Perhaps you’ll 

Planning Checklist 
For Chronic Illness
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IN OUR FRIENDSHIPS, WE OFTEN GRAVITATE TOWARD

people who share our values, interests and 
lifestyles. Now many older adults are taking this 

kind of social networking to a new level. They are 
moving to affinity, or niche, communities that cater to 
like-minded people. 

The intellectually curious are moving to retirement 
communities near or on college campuses, for example. 
Older immigrants are finding enclaves where residents 
share their cultural backgrounds. And three retirement 
colonies in Southern California cater to retired art-
ists, writers, actors, directors, producers and those who 
love the arts in general. “We no longer want to settle 
for cookie-cutter housing,” says Dan Owens, executive 
director of the National Active Retirement Association, 
which advises governments and businesses. “Niche 
communities are going to be a huge market.”

Down the road, there could be enclaves for, say, 
avid gardeners or music lovers. Chris Whitson, a de-
veloper from New Mexico, hopes to launch CruiseLT 
(as in long-term care) in 2016. He plans to build three 
cruise ships for those age 65 or older with nursing care 
and dialysis for those who need it, but also staterooms 
for the healthy and hearty who love to travel. We’ve 
explored four types of niche housing available today.
■  A lifestyle with class. University-based retirement 
communities (UBRCs) give the expression “senior 
on campus” a new meaning. Located on or near a col-
lege campus, the 60 or so UBRCs tend to be continu-
ing-care retirement communities, offering the spec-
trum of care, from independent living to assisted living 
to skilled nursing. Entrance fees are typically $100,000 
to $500,000, along with monthly fees of $2,500 to 
$5,000 for meals and other amenities.

RETIREMENT LIVING

In 2011, Donna Baznik, age 69, and her husband, 
Dick, 72, moved to Kendal at Oberlin, a retirement 
community with a full range of medical care (Dick has 
health issues), one mile from Oberlin College in Ober-
lin, Ohio. They loved the idea of “living in a great and 
stimulating small college town,” Donna says.

The couple moved to Kendal from Cleveland, 35 
miles away, where Dick was a Case Western Reserve 
University administrator and Donna taught at an early 
childhood program. Donna has taken courses at Kendal 
on topics as diverse as China, sign language and opera.

The Bazniks can use the Oberlin facilities and audit 
courses at no charge. They’re regulars at lectures and 
programs. Oberlin’s Conservatory of Music has more 
than 400 concerts and recitals a year on campus. Its 
students sometimes rehearse at Kendal. “There is 
never a want of things to do here,” says Donna. 

Kendal Corp. runs many university-based retire-
ment communities, including one in Ithaca, N.Y., near 
Ithaca College and Cornell University, and another in 
Lexington, Va., near Washington and Lee University 
and Virginia Military Institute. Before signing on to a 
UBRC, make sure you understand the connection be-
tween the college and the retirement community. 
■  LGBT living. Older lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgen-
dered (LGBT) adults sometimes face an icy reception 
at traditional retirement communities. That makes the 
few LGBT communities especially appealing. 

Eight years ago, Lissa Brown, 71, and her partner, 
MaryAnn Urka, 62, moved from Takoma Park, Md., 
to Carefree Cove (www.carefreecove.com), an LGBT 
enclave in Zionville, N.C. “We can be ourselves,” says 
Brown. “You use up energy trying to conceal who you 
are or avoid being around people who won’t be accept-
ing. We don’t have to deal with those things here.”

The couple spent $60,000 for their lot and built 
a four-bedroom log cabin in the mid $300,000s. Every-
thing is on one floor so they can age in place. “I plan to 
die here,” says Brown. Her neighbors—couples and sin-
gles, men and women, mostly in their fifties and six-
ties—have moved to the Appalachian Mountains from 
New York, Connecticut and Florida, among other 
states. All but 16 lots out of 86 have been sold.

An hour north of San Francisco in Santa Rosa, Cal., 
is a swanky LGBT community for those 55 and older 
that opened in November 2013, called Fountaingrove 

Find Your Niche in a Retirement Enclave

RESIDENTS DINE AT 
FOUNTAINGROVE LODGE.
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Lodge (www.fountaingrovelodge.com). Ten percent 
of the residents are heterosexual.

Entrance fees for the 10-acre campus run from 
$189,500 to $925,500, and monthly fees are $3,395 
to $6,125. If you leave or die, the entire entrance fee 
is refundable once the unit is resold.

John Kennedy, 71, a former educator, and his spouse, 
Bill Baird, 67, who worked in information technology, 
moved in last December. “I keep thinking I’m living at 
a resort where everything gets done for me,” says Ken-
nedy. “It is such a beautiful place.” 

The dining room, with three walls of glass overlook-
ing the Sonoma Valley hills, serves three-course gour-
met meals nightly. Kennedy says if he or Baird gets 
sick, they can get assisted living, memory care or hos-
pice in the privacy of their independent living unit.
■  The same culture. Older immigrants might have lived 
with their children in their home country, but it is of-
ten different in the U.S. So some are seeking the com-
fort of niche communities.

Aegis Gardens (www.aegisliving.com/aegis-living-of-
aegis-gardens), in Fremont, Cal., offers assisted living 
and memory care for Chinese immigrants. The staff 
speaks various dialects of Chinese, and residents can 
take tai chi and calligraphy or play mahjong. The archi-
tecture and interiors are designed using feng shui.

In Tavares, Fla., near Orlando, is ShantiNiketan 
(www.shantiniketan-us.com) for immigrants from In-
dia; ShantiNiketan means “a place of peace” in Hindi. 
Trishla and Rana Gupta moved to one of ShantiNiket-
an’s 54 condos two years ago from Michigan. It is three 
hours from one son and his family; another son and his 
family are in Michigan.

The Guptas do yoga several days a week and, if they 
want, can meditate in the prayer room, complete with 
Hindu statues. “It’s the only community of its kind 
where we can get the food we like,” says Rana, 76, a 

retired engineer who came to the U.S. in 1969. Condos 
run from $200,000 to $250,000. “People here speak 
different Indian languages, but we have a common 
culture and everyone knows Hindi and English. It’s 
diversified and intellectually stimulating,” says Rana. 

Another 600 condos are on the drawing board in 
Ocklawaha, Fla., while ShantiNiketan projects in 
Detroit, Los Angeles, Phoenix and Princeton, N.J., 
also are in various stages of development.
■  Big garages for big toys. At Lake Weir Preserve (www
.lakeweirliving.com), in Ocklawaha, Fla., the garages 
(2,000 to 3,000 square feet) are often bigger than the 
homes. Those who choose this retirement community 
want a place to store their car collections, recreation-
al vehicles or boats, or have spacious workshops or art 
studios. Co-developer Neil Schuster calls the garages 
“custom dream rooms to keep big toys.”

One resident has 16-foot ceilings and a car lift so he 
can restore cars. Another collects cars in mint condi-
tion and has room in his garage for 10 vehicles. 

Jay Bird and his wife, Denise, both 58 and from the 
Maryland suburbs of Washington, D.C., had Schuster 
build three garages, one large enough for their RV. Jay 
also requested a “man cave” in the back of the big ga-
rage, with air conditioning, heating and a bathroom, 
for when the Birds aren’t on the road in their RV.

Jay, a retired Pentagon worker, and Denise, a former 
kindergarten teacher, also like the price tag: less than 
$500,000 for a 2,600-square-foot house, 2,400-square-
foot-garage and in-ground pool. Chalk it up to its lo-
cation in central Florida. “If the Birds had built their 
home outside D.C., it would cost $1.3 million, and if it 
were in South Florida or Naples, it would cost several 
million dollars,” says Schuster. 

The developer has found a unique niche. So far, 
he has built 25 houses near the Birds’, and within five 
years, expects to complete 100 more. K SALLY ABRAHMSSALLY ABRAHMS

A COUPLE 
STROLLS AT 
OBERLIN COLLEGE.

A LAKE WEIR 
PRESERVE HOME 

HAS MANY GARAGES.
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