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Springfield, VA - I have known Karen Brown since 1982 when we moved to Virginia from California as one of our many moves as a military family.   Our first introduction to Karen came before we even moved into 8929 Arley Drive, directly across the street from the Browns.  We were looking at this house considering whether or not to rent it, when this woman came up to us with a welcoming smile and announced, “Howdy, Neighbor!”
That was vintage Karen.  We knew immediately that we wanted to be her neighbor, especially when shortly after moving in, Karen brought us the first of many batches (over the years) of her super-delicious cookies.  Ah, I can taste those cookies now!
We quickly got to know the Browns; Bill the Air Force officer, and their three children, Kim, Kristi, and Allen – and through, Karen, all the close-knit group of our neighbors who became known as the Arley Alley bunch. The Browns were great neighbors, and Karen was the cheerleader-in-chief.  If you needed anything, Karen was there offering advice and assistance.   
You can imagine the grief of the neighborhood when Kristi was so tragically taken from all of us in an accident on the Beltway on June 24, 1987.  My memories of Kristi were strong because she seemed to always be bounding out the door on her way to school when I was waiting for the bus.  She would always flash a big smile and wave a, “Hi, Mr. Linz!” to me – that apple did not fall far from her mother’s tree.    You see, above all, Karen was a wonderful mother.  As you will hear from others today, Karen did so many things for so many others, but throughout her hectic schedule, she always remained the attentive and wonderful parent. She loved her children dearly, and the loss of Kristi was a devastating wound.

But rather than submerging herself in perpetual grief, Karen opted for a different route.  I want to tell you about one of those paths she chose.  In the midst of their shock due to Kristi’s sudden death, Bill and Karen were approached by local transplant representatives to ask about the possibility of organ donation.  They knew Kristi’s thoughts on the subject from prior dinner conversations and immediately agreed to donate Kristi’s heart, kidneys, and corneas.  This act of total generosity was just the beginning of Karen’s involvement over the following 28 years in promoting awareness of organ and tissue donation.  She worked tirelessly as a donor mother to educate others of the benefits of registering to donate.  When I received my own heart transplant in 1994, Karen was there before, during, and after to assist not only myself, but my family, in this emotionally challenging time.  Shortly after I recovered from my surgery, Karen and I began to speak together at countless venues on behalf of our local organ and tissue agency, the Washington Regional Transplant Community.  I was the poster boy who demonstrated that transplantation works, and Karen was the donor family member who so eloquently spoke of the solace and pride which she and her family felt as the result of making the difficult decision to donate.
During our numerous speaking engagements together, Karen would always read a poem written by Kristi which Karen had found after Kristi’s death.  It was entitled, Life, and was a wonderfully apt hymn to our unpredictable existence here on Earth.  I am not certain if it will be read in its entirety here today, but one line is particularly pertinent, “Life is hard after a loved one dies, but it ends when you least expect it.”
There are so many other memories of Karen in our minds today – I am certain that each of us has her or his own “Karen story.”  I had the privilege over the past several years of also working with Karen on our local civic association Board….of course, Karen would be on this – if there was a volunteer organization, Karen would be on it!   I can still hear her sort of gravelly voice from our last meeting, when she would say her usually apt refrain, “Has anyone thought of maybe doing this?”

The last line in Kristi’s poem was the embodiment of Karen’s existence:  “Life is a terrible thing to waste.”   Well, there is one thing about which I am absolutely certain this afternoon:  Karen, your life was NOT a waste!  It was one of the most full, beautiful lives I can imagine.  I began by saying that I have known Karen Brown since 1982.  Well, I continue to know her, just as so many of you, thinking of her smiles, her wonderful generosity, and, of course, her cookies.
We love you, Karen.

I thought you might like to know.
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