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Springfield, VA – One of the perks of being retired, and in good health, is that I have time to walk five miles each day. Generally, my wife and I follow the same 2.3 mile route, and do it twice, with some additional steps to bring us up over five miles.  It is basically a loop on sidewalks through our neighborhood.  I have on several occasions in this forum mentioned that we always carry used plastic grocery bags with us to pick up trash along the way.  The amount, and variety, we collect daily – even on our second walk of the same route – never ceases to amaze me.  Lately, the most annoying “discarded” items have been bags filled with dog poop.  Apparently, there are some dog owners who feel the need to pick up the poop, but then have no interest in carrying it home with them.  And PLEASE do not tell me that they intend to return later to pick up the bag unless you still believe in the tooth fairy.
On a far more pleasant note, let me tell you about Ulya.   I first noticed this older woman (turns out that she is actually three years younger than moi) when I saw her shuffling along the latter part of our circuit.   Since that initial sighting, I have seen her often.  It turns out that she also goes for a daily walk – in her case about three miles.  No matter the weather, she is always dressed as if it is the middle of winter with baggy trousers, a heavy coat, and a head covering indicative of a different culture.   One day, as she was passing our home, she stopped to compliment me on the appearance of our garden.  
Her name, she told me in heavily accented English, is Ulya (pronounced “ool-ya” with an accent on “ool.”   I describe Ulya’s walk as a “shuffle” because she moves along slowly with her feet not appearing to leave the ground.   It is a very deliberate pace.  But Ulya does her daily walk, rain or shine.  She never carries an umbrella or wears a raincoat.  On more than one rainy day, I have offered to give her a ride to her home, but she always waves me off with smile.
Since that first verbal encounter, Ulya and I have had many subsequent chats when we meet on our walks.  She told me that she was born in Afghanistan, and would probably still be there, if it was not for “all the wars.”  Her husband was a general in the Afghan army, and when the Taliban came to power in the mid-1990’s following the withdrawal of Soviet troops, her entire family was in mortal danger.  Ulya then described what happened.

“Everyone in our family would have been murdered had we stayed.  But, luckily, I had a sister in Moscow, so we – my husband and children - went there….it was very difficult.  We then were able to live with another relative in Germany, near Dusseldorf, for a year….it was closer to a year and a half….while trying to come to the U.S.   You see, my mother had come to the America because my older brother was here studying, and she got in because of that.   They were living in Maryland.  So, that’s how my family arrived in the U.S.  It was about 25 years ago now.  We later moved here to Virginia.”
Ulya and her family now live in one of the larger homes in our neighborhood.   Although her husband is in failing health due to a heart condition, they appear to be in relatively good financial shape.  Ulya has told me about the several  houses they have purchased to rent.  Also, all of her five children have Ph.D.’s – each from a different U.S. university.

Naturally, Ulya is extremely proud of her children’s accomplishments.  “Three of them are medical doctors, so I never worry about getting sick,” she laughed.  “One is a nephrologist, one an ophthalmologist, and the other is a family doctor.   The other girl teaches at a university and my younger son has a doctorate in computers.”
Yesterday I saw Ulya again, and she told me that completing her walks while observing Ramadan is a challenge.  She laughed when I complimented her on her fasting. As she shuffled along toward her home, I paused to marvel at her life-journey and the incredible success she and her family have achieved here in the U.S.  Immigrants continue to pump vitality into our nation and, in general, we are much better off because of their decision to come here.  Obviously, we cannot provide refuge for everyone who wants to join our nation, but we do need to have a manageable system to welcome others to our land.  I want more Ulya’s!
 I thought you might like to know.
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