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Praise for 
Get Your Own Coffee 
and Suzanne Hopgood




Reading Get Your Own Coffee is like sitting down for lunch with a friend, attending class with your favorite teacher, and having coffee with a wise mentor—all in one experience.


In each story Suzanne shares, there are powerful lessons in principled leadership, navigating a male-dominated culture, taking bold professional and personal risks, and turning adversity into opportunity.


No matter where you are in your own professional or personal journey, Suzanne’s life stories offer invaluable insights, presented with her signature blend of directness, candor, and humor.


Thank you, Suzanne, for sharing so much of your remarkable life so we can all learn from it.


—Bonnie Malley


Vice President, Finance and Administration


Chief Financial Officer, Hartford Foundation for Public Giving


Suzanne’s experiences in life and business as related in Get Your Own Coffee are interesting, instructive, and entertaining. She provides example after example of how her upbringing, attitudes, values, personal strategies, and dedicated relationship-building contributed to overcoming even the most outrageous prejudices, setbacks, and forces of opposition to produce great personal and business satisfaction and success. Among the keys: finding and sharing the humor in almost any situation and a huge heart and empathy for people from every walk of life.


Beginning in the late 1990s, a time when women serving on public company boards were few, Suzanne was a leader in the post-Enron revolution in public company governance, serving on six male-dominated public company boards. Even more impressively, she overcame initial skepticism and discomfort to be elected board chair of three of them. Called upon by some of the largest institutional investors in the US to advocate for improved governance at companies like Disney and J.P. Morgan, she was an invited speaker on corporate governance at more than one hundred public companies, private companies, and business and governance organizations. Anyone working in or seeking to penetrate the highest levels of corporate and civic leadership and responsibility will find valuable tips and lessons in her book.


—Michael W. Tankersley


Senior Counsel, Alston & Bird


Founding Director, Texas Business Law Foundation
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Introduction


Dear Reader,


The seed for writing this book was planted by my good friend Bonnie Malley. “Suzanne,” she said, “There are so many leaders who are motivated by ego and accolades. People don’t need to hear about more of them. People need to hear about the leaders who are motivated by getting things done right for the people they work with, their community, and their family and friends. You are that leader.”


I hadn’t really considered what type of leader I was until Bonnie shared that piece of wisdom with me. She was right. I will work incredibly hard to get the best possible outcome for my family, friends, clients, and community, and I choose to do so with as little recognition as possible. It wasn’t until I was writing the conclusion for this book that I realized my leadership style was no accident. You will soon hear what an incredible role model my mother was for me, and you will see her incredible list of accomplishments—a list that was unknown to me until after my mother’s passing, when members of the Littleton Garden Club helped put her obituary together. My parents were not people who sought accolades for their accomplishments; they simply worked hard to do what they believed was right. Both of my parents modeled the non-ego-driven leadership style—a style that, as Bonnie wisely pointed out, is not as common as it should be.


In the ’80s, ’90s, and early 2000s, I was often the only woman, or one of the few women, at the higher echelons of corporate leadership. As such, I had to navigate many leaders who chose to feed their own egos rather than do what was best for the company and its employees, customers, and community. In between those leaders, however, I have been lucky enough to meet others who chose to lead by lifting their people up. The best thing I ever did for my career was to listen to those leaders who believed in me.


When the head of the department in the savings bank I worked at recommended I apply for a job with another bank as the department head in charge of lending—I listened.


When the department head of a $33 billion real estate investment division of a Fortune 500 company (and my boss’s boss) continually and intentionally expanded my knowledge, experience, contacts, and opportunities, I listened to the message of how capable he believed me to be, and I began to believe it, too, and acted on his advice.


When the largest investment companies and an Ivy League school hired me as a consultant, I listened to their trust in me. When shareholders voted me in as chair and CEO of a New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) company despite my lack of public company experience or experience managing a company with five thousand employees, I listened to their confidence in my ability to get the job done.


I have also always listened to the smartest (and most humble) person I’ve ever known—my husband, Frank Lord, who always had confidence in me and pushed me to do more than I thought I could.


Seek out the leaders who believe in you and support you. Listen to their message and then go be that kind of leader.




 


Chapter 1


Where the Story Ends


As I stepped into the lobby and surveyed the crowd attending the 2021 annual Hartford Public Library gala, I turned to make my first wisecrack of the evening to Frank, but the words caught in my throat. Resisting the urge to reach out and touch him, I braced myself for the hundred-foot wave of grief that engulfed me.


This was the first fundraising event I had attended since the COVID-19 lockdowns. My husband, Frank, and I had been frequent flyers at these types of events—Frank more often than me, as, in his retirement, he had fully immersed himself in volunteering in our community of Hartford, Connecticut, while I was still traveling for my work.


Tonight, there would be none of our usual playful bantering. There would also be no “What do you think?”—the signal we would give each other when one of us was ready to go but was also fine with staying longer if the other one wasn’t ready just yet.


Standing there alone, my eyes wandering the room, it hit me that I didn’t know what to do. I had always thought of myself as the socialite of the two of us, but the truth I now understood was that it had been Frank whom everyone had known, and it was Frank who had moved through these rooms with ease. I had simply followed his lead and joined in. I had known tonight—one of many firsts without Frank by my side—would be tough, but I was not prepared for the waves of grief that threatened to wash me away.


I searched the faces in the crowd for my friend, Bonnie, who had agreed to be my anchor that evening. When I found her, she effortlessly enveloped me in whatever conversation she was having. And that is how the rest of the evening went. I would venture off on my own for a bit, and when I felt the waters rising again, I would return to Bonnie for a steadying hand.


Frank, my husband of thirty-seven years, had died a little more than a year earlier, on July 3, 2020. Frank was six feet four to my five feet two. He was a trickster, an actuary at The Hartford, a voracious reader, an outdoorsman, an avid consumer of performing arts, and he was the kindest man I have ever met. He had also been my best friend and loving companion for almost forty years.


During that first year after Frank’s death, I had allowed myself to remain secluded in the lockdown bubble except for walking the riverfront every morning with my friend Jennifer. The lockdown provided me with the opportunity to grieve in peace and the time to begin putting together the pieces of what would become my life’s next chapter without Frank by my side (a chapter, I decided that night, that would no longer include attending galas).


It was a struggle to imagine my future without Frank. He had been through every big and small moment with me for almost forty years. He had been my rock when I was fired from Aetna; my companion and personal GPS (we could be in the middle of a subway station in a foreign country, and Frank would magically know exactly where we were and where we needed to go—left to my own devices, I would still be in said subway) when I traveled on business to Rio, São Paulo, Moscow, Beijing, and Hong Kong; and the planner extraordinaire of our annual trips spent bicycling through Europe, Canada, and Southeast Asia.


Frank saw me as his intellectual equal in an age when women in an office were only allowed, encouraged, and believed capable of getting coffee and typing up the important words that only men delivered. Over the years, there were many times in my career when I felt unmoored—not related to my ability to get the job done but because of the toxic environments I worked in. Environments where I was so often underestimated, undermined, and unsupported by my male counterparts. In every instance, Frank had been my trusted sounding board, champion of all I was capable of, and a source of laughter even in the most trying of times.


I have almost always been the only woman at the senior leadership table, but I still managed to experience tremendous success, in part because of who I am, in part because of my parents and the environment they raised me in, in part because of the incredible mentors and friends I was fortunate to find along the way, and in part because of my long and loving partnership with Frank.


And so, I begin with Frank, because my story cannot be told without understanding the pivotal role he played in my ability to have such a successful career and live such an amazing and full life.


I first met Frank at a party my friend Sylvia and I decided to host when we realized there were single men in our condo building whom we did not know.


“What are we going to do about that?” she asked me.


“We need to throw a party,” I suggested.


And that’s just what we did. Frank arrived at the party, apologizing in the same breath as introducing himself, explaining that he would need to leave early because he had tickets to a chamber concert later that evening.


Hmm, I thought. Maybe this is what my shrink meant when she said I needed to expand the type of people I was associating with—which, at the time, had been primarily single-focused, highly driven real estate men who were definitely not attending chamber concerts. I had been seeing said therapist since leaving my first husband after he had assaulted me—after which I did not call the police or press charges. In 1976, a husband assaulting his wife was considered a “domestic disturbance,” not a criminal activity, and the prevailing wisdom had been that such “disturbances” were best worked out by the parties involved—the one committing the assault and the one being assaulted.


So, meeting a well-mannered and cultured man like Frank seemed like the right opportunity to expand my horizons, and boy, was it ever. I would quickly realize that, unlike so many men at that time, Frank not only believed in my ability (and the abilities of women) to succeed in business (or anything else they set out to do), but he also did everything he could to support my efforts, and I his.


A couple of years after we were married, I was very sick. My doctor told me that people my age (mid-thirties at the time) who chose to subject themselves to high-stress, sixty-to-seventy-hour workweeks would come to her expecting her to prescribe a pill that would allow them to return to a grueling work schedule rather than take the time to allow their mind and body to recover and heal. “I’m not that person,” she told me, “So, you’ve got one of two choices, Suzanne. You go on vacation, or I put you in the hospital.” I agreed to go on vacation.


“And after that vacation,” my doctor further instructed, “you need to get away and completely disconnect from the daily grind of constant pressure, at least once a quarter if you want to remain healthy.” She knew I would work all day, every day, until I dropped.


Frank took the doctor’s instructions very seriously, but never once did he suggest I stop working. Instead, he took charge of arranging quarterly getaways and annual international trips for us. Without fail, I would protest that I didn’t have time to go away, and without fail, Frank would ignore my protests, request my schedule, and then plan accordingly. It would be years before I stopped being surprised that the world didn’t end every time I disconnected from work—and back then, it was a true disconnect. There were no cell phones and certainly no Wi-Fi. When you were away from work, you were truly away.


Yes, people could reach you on a landline—but you had to actually be near the landline to receive the call, and Frank and I were definitely not sitting by the phone when we went away. On weekends, we retreated to Old Saybrook, Connecticut. First as day trips (as it was just forty-five minutes from Hartford) and later to the vacation home we eventually purchased at the shore. Those weekends included a daily bike trip to breakfast, during which we would decide which route we would cycle that day. Forty or fifty miles later and on our way back, we’d stop at the fish or meat market so Frank could purchase dinner ingredients and then ride home with panniers full of whatever he needed to make our dinner that evening. We didn’t socialize a lot on weekends; instead, we biked and read.


When my department head, who would go on to become my mentor, signed me up for the all-guy golf tournament, knowing I didn’t play, Frank and I learned—together. Both our fathers had taught us the basics of golf when we were younger, but neither of us was particularly good at it. I began taking lessons once a week, sharing what I learned with Frank. Early on in my lessons, my instructor said, “You’re not going to learn how to play golf just with me. You’re going to learn at the driving range and the putting green. Just keep at it.” So, in the months leading up to the tournament, Frank and I would spend time every weekend on the golf course in Old Saybrook and every weeknight at the driving range near our home in Hartford to make sure I was ready (and I was, but more on that later).


Frank and I were partners in every sense of the word. We loved each other, supported each other, and truly enjoyed being with each other. We discussed and shared everything. Some of our discussions resulted in developing scripts to help us through difficult situations. I can vividly recall creating our first script. I had been highly offended at a board meeting when an Amarillo, Texas, banker sitting beside me had made a racist comment. I was speechless. I went home that night and said to Frank, “I need a script.”


I knew that if I said nothing in these situations, it would seem as if I agreed with the person’s opinion, but I also didn’t think it appropriate for me to jump up on my soapbox. Frank and I talked through the situation and came up with the following script—one we’ve both used a hundred times over the years—“I’m offended by what you just said. I think if we just attend to business, it would be better for all of us.”


Another script we created was prompted by one of my clients requesting that I fudge the financial projections I had prepared for them after extensive market research. They’d returned the pro forma projections and told me that I would need to redo them to increase the cash flow forecast. They needed these pro forma forecasts to obtain financing for the hotel they were planning on building. I was well-known and respected in the financial community, so my work would be respected.


I was extremely upset by the request, and that evening, I said to Frank, “My largest client, who owes me a lot of money, is essentially asking me to lie on the financials.”


“Well,” he said, “you don’t really have a choice.”


“I know,” I said. “But they are my largest client, and they owe me a lot of money. If I don’t get that money, we could lose the house.”


Frank looked at me and said, “OK, then. We might lose the house.”


I, of course, did not fudge the numbers (and we did not, thankfully, lose the house), but I did lose my client and the money owed to me. At the end of that debacle, Frank and I developed another script: “No one is hurt; no one is in the hospital; no one died. It’s only money.” Our ethics were our gold standard, and we were not willing to forfeit them under any circumstance. This was especially true for Frank, because even if held at gunpoint, Frank couldn’t tell a lie, no matter how inconsequential—he just couldn’t.


The most important gift Frank and I shared was a sense of humor. Humor was so important to us that, early in our marriage, Frank committed to making sure we started every day with a laugh.


It was almost always over simple things, really. He might say, “Is that a new look?”


“Is what a new look?” I’d ask.


He’d point to my leg and say, “That run in your stocking.”


And there was the laugh that would begin our day.


One of my favorite things to say to Frank was, “I love you to the moon and back.”


He’d look at me, all serious, and say, “Listen, I’m not going to the moon just to love you.”


Even after his stroke, Frank kept his commitment to making me laugh. Once Frank’s cognition improved, his old trickster ways returned. One afternoon, he said he wanted an egg salad sandwich for lunch, which I thought was strange since I had never seen him eat an egg salad sandwich. But off I went and picked up some egg salad and made him a sandwich.


He didn’t eat it. When I asked him if he was going to eat it, he said, “Well, I really wanted egg salad from Walt’s.” (Walt’s is in Old Saybrook.)


“Really?” I asked. “You want me to drive to Old Saybrook, get egg salad at Walt’s, drive back home, make you a sandwich, and then watch you not eat it?”


He smiled.


“Yeah,” I said, with a grin of my own. “That’s not going to happen.”


It is only now, as I write this book, that I realize it’s Frank’s life-sustaining humor I miss the most. That’s what hit me so hard at the Hartford Public Library gala in 2021—turning to make that first wisecrack of the evening before remembering he wasn’t beside me. That was tough and still is. I have no shortage of intelligent friends whom I can call and talk to about anything, but Frank’s and my shared love of easy, playful banter, which we engaged in every single day of our life together, just doesn’t work with anyone else.


Two years after losing Frank, I turned my life upside down and returned to my hometown of Littleton, New Hampshire. Staying in Hartford, every place I went, Frank was missing, and I just couldn’t live in that bubble of sadness. But I haven’t forsaken Hartford. Frank and I had built a life together there, and he had given so much to the Hartford community. It was important to me that I continue to honor his legacy, and that honoring began with Frank’s memorial service in Bushnell Park.


Frank loved Bushnell Park, and he loved ice cream. So, two hundred of us gathered in the park for the dedication of what would be the park’s new summer music series ice cream cart (complete with Frank’s picture on its side). Our priest, Father Curtis, was a willing participant in the shenanigans masquerading as a service, offering both the dedication prayer and the blessing of the ice cream cart. The whole affair was hilarious. I would later go on to sponsor, in Frank’s name, a summer music series, virtual author interviews at his beloved Mark Twain House, a scholarship fund for Hartford students to further their schooling, specific performances at the local live theaters, and activities at Hartford Public Library.


Now you know where my story ended (for now), but of course, there is no end without, first, a beginning. My trajectory into the world of boardrooms began when I was two years old. If you don’t believe me, just keep reading.




 


Chapter 2


It All Started in the Kitchen


My mother was beautiful, utterly charming, and precise, with crystal clear expectations: Treat everyone with respect, period. There was no looking down on people or wising off, and back talk was certainly not tolerated. Her simple, “Young lady, we do not behave like that,” ended any discussion. This is why, at the age of two, I knew how to comport myself without understanding I was doing so—a skill that has served me well in my career and life. I confess, I have sat in many board and community meetings in which I have been tempted to channel my mother, Rita C. McAvoy, and say, “Young lady/young man, we do not behave like that here,” but somehow, I don’t think it would have had the same impact as when my mother said it to me.


In the 1950s, society expected women to set marriage as their number one goal. The few women who were encouraged to go to college during that time were encouraged to do so not for their BA but for their “MRS” degree. This would still be the common refrain when I went off to college in the late ’60s, along with a limited selection of careers considered appropriate for women while they continued their search for their husband and the wedded bliss that would surely follow. Those career options were teacher, nurse, or secretary.


My mother was none of the above. For the first two years of my life, my parents and I lived in Thayer’s Hotel, a business they would own and operate for more than twenty years. In an equal partnership, my parents ran their hotel with efficiency, respect, and rules. My mother set and modeled the rules and expectations for appropriate behavior early on, and I followed them, as did my father and every employee of their hotel.
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