
VIA DE ODURAA      PRESENTS

Which One Are
You?

The Five archetypes of the stretched-thin woman behind
a home service company — and the way out of each one.
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The Woman Behind the Business

It was a Tuesday. Late. My business partner had been on the tools since six that 

morning and I had been at my desk since seven — answering the emails he'd 

ignored, following up on an invoice that was three weeks out, updating the 

project tracker nobody else touched, scheduling a site visit that somehow hadn't 

made it onto anyone's calendar.

Normal Tuesday.

And I remember looking up and thinking: I didn't sign up for this.

I'm an engineer. I love a system. I love the satisfaction of a process that actually 

works. But somewhere between the -rst bid and the third year, the work had 

divided along invisible lines.

He went to the job site. I stayed behind to make sure everything that needed to 

happen actually happened. And the thing that got me wasn't the workload. It was 

the invisibility of it.

The business crossed $500K in three years. I did most of the backend work 

quietly, without a title, without anyone really asking if this was what I wanted.

I was good at it. The business needed it.

And I was exhausted.

I eventually found my way out — I'll tell you more about that later. But what I 

kept running into, as I started talking to other women in construction 

partnerships, was that my story wasn't mine alone. There were versions of it 

everywhere. Di5erent women. Di5erent 6avors of stuck. But the same underlying 

thing: a capable woman carrying more than she should have to carry alone, for 
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longer than she originally intended, without the language for what was 

happening or what to do about it.

This guide is what I wish I'd had when I was in it.

A Note on Language

I'm speaking from what I know most intimately — contractor partnerships, and 

often husband-and-wife teams. But this dynamic shows up in every kind of 

partnership. If the experience resonates, the label doesn't matter.

I'm also aware that not every woman reading this is a legal co-owner. Some of 

you are deeply embedded in the business without the title. The contribution is the 

same. So is the friction.

How to Use This Guide

What follows are -ve portraits. You might see yourself clearly in one. You might 

recognize yourself across a few — maybe at di5erent seasons of the same 

business.

Read through all of them. The ones that sting a little are usually pointing at 

something worth looking at.

Each portrait includes:

 Signs you may be this one
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 How you got here — the story underneath the story

 How to get out — the internal shifts and the external moves

At the end, I'll share what all -ve portraits have in common. There is something 

underneath all of it — and naming it is the beginning of changing it.
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Portrait One: The Understudy

She wants more. She just can't picture what more looks like for her.

She's competent—genuinely. She handles things that would take her partner 

twice as long to -gure out, and everyone around her knows it — even if they 

don't say it quite right.

But she wants to lead. She doesn't quite know what that looks like for her, inside 

this particular business, with this particular partner. She watches decisions get 

made that she has opinions about. She holds those opinions carefully. She waits 

for the right moment.

Sometimes the moment comes.

Often it doesn't.

When she imagines handing o5 the administrative work, a quieter fear surfaces 

underneath the obvious relief: if she stops doing, who is she in this company? The 

work is exhausting, yes. But it's also legible. Everyone can see what she does. 

Leadership — the strategic kind, the kind that shapes direction and culture and 

what the company is becoming — is harder to point to.

If she can't point to it, will anyone see it?

She isn't sure. So she stays in the spreadsheet.

The weeds aren't just exhausting. They're an identity. 

And stepping out of them requires knowing what you're 

stepping into.
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Her Story

Maya has been the operational backbone of her husband's design-build �rm for six 

years. When he brings her into client meetings, she's the one who asks the 

questions nobody else thought to ask — about timelines, about scope creep, about 

what the client actually wants versus what they said they want. Her husband calls 

her his 'secret weapon.' She appreciates it and hates it simultaneously. She doesn't 

want to be a weapon. She's been quietly researching what a Chief Operating O*cer 

actually does. She hasn't mentioned it to anyone yet.

Signs You May Be the Understudy

 You have opinions about the direction of the business that you rarely voice 

— because you're not sure it's your place

 You've thought about what your oAcial role would be called, if it had a 

name

 When you imagine delegating your current work, your -rst feeling is relief 

and your second is panic

 You contribute at a strategic level but feel most visible at an operational 

one

 You've been called indispensable and felt vaguely patronized by it

How You Got Here

There's a particular kind of woman who learns early that being useful is the 

safest way to be seen. You stepped into this role because you were good at it, 

because it needed to be done, because someone had to. The business rewarded 

you — with stability, with recognition, with the deep satisfaction of watching 

something work because you made it work.
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But useful and valuable aren't the same thing. You've started to feel the 

di5erence.

There's also something cultural running underneath this. In the homes service 

-eld especially — where the founder-on-the-tools model is so embedded — many 

women absorb a quiet message that the strategic table isn't quite their seat. 

Nobody says it out loud. Nobody has to.

How to Get Out

The Internal Work

The -rst shift is de-nitional. Leadership is not the absence of doing — it's a 

di5erent quality of doing. The woman who shapes culture, builds systems that 

outlast her direct involvement, holds the long-term vision of where the company 

is going — she's doing something. It just looks di5erent from processing invoices.

Give yourself permission to want what you want. And allow the true desire to 

emerge.

Not the hedged version. The real one.

The External Work

Have the conversation with your partner explicitly. Not 'I've been thinking about 

doing more' — 'I want to take on a leadership role in this company, and I want us 

to de-ne what that looks like together.' This conversation will feel uncomfortable. 

Have it anyway.

Start prototyping the role before it's oAcial. If you want to own the client 

experience, own it — including the hard conversations. Do the thing, then name 

what you did.
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And bring on administrative support before you think you're ready. Delegating 

feels unfamiliar before it feels like relief. It's new. It will feel like that for a while. 

And then — with the right support in place — it won't. But the operational load 

will not move on its own. You have to hand it o5.



9

Portrait Two: The Founder Who Can't Let Go

She built it. She knows every corner of it. And that's exactly the problem.

She's not staying in the weeds because she can't see a way out. She's staying 

because she doesn't trust that the weeds will be properly attended to if she leaves. 

She's seen what happens when someone else handles something she usually 

handles. She's cleaned it up. She has the receipts.

The business feels like her child — not metaphorically. She knows its rhythms 

and its weaknesses. The institutional knowledge lives in her body, not in any 

document. When she imagines handing something o5, she doesn't imagine 

freedom.

She imagines the email that doesn't get answered in time.

The client who doesn't feel handled.

The detail that falls through.

What she hasn't fully sat with: her control isn't preventing the cracks. In some 

cases, it's creating them. The business has been shaped around her capacity, 

which means it can't grow beyond it.

She is both the engine and the ceiling.

The thing you've been calling diligence might be the thing 

that's keeping the business small.
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Her Story

Rachel started handling the back o*ce of her husband's remodeling company six 

years ago when they couldn't a,ord to hire anyone. Back then, doing everything 

herself was survival. The business has tripled since. They could hire now. Her 

husband has mentioned it more than once. But every time Rachel tries to document 

her processes for hando,, she realizes how much lives only in her head — the client  

who needs to be called back in the afternoon, not the morning; the way to phrase 

things when a project is running late; which vendors can be trusted to invoice 

correctly and which need auditing. Training someone else feels like more work than  

just doing it herself. And also: if she trains someone else to do what she does, is she 

still necessary?

Signs You May Be the Founder Who Can't Let Go

 You've thought about hiring help and talked yourself out of it — usually by 

citing the time it would take to train someone

 You have a strong opinion about the right way to do most things in the 

back oAce — and some anxiety about someone doing them di5erently

 When something goes wrong operationally, you feel it personally

 You've thought, quietly: 'If I delegate, will they still need me?'

 People tell you that you should be doing less. You agree, in theory. In 

practice, you don't.

How You Got Here

You got here by being exceptional. When the business was young and margins 

were thin and there was no one else, you held it together. You built competency 

out of necessity, and then kept building because the building kept working.
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What you haven't been shown is the other side of that equation — what becomes 

possible when the systems that live in your head get moved into infrastructure 

that can run without you. Your value has a ceiling when it's tied entirely to your 

personal bandwidth.

There's often a deeper layer too. Women who have built something from nothing, 

in industries that didn't exactly invite them, carry a particular vigilance. You 

learned early that nothing would work unless you made it work. That was true. 

It's just outlived its usefulness.

How to Get Out

The Internal Work

The question worth sitting with — really sitting with, not answering quickly — is: 

what are you actually afraid of? Not the logistics. The fear underneath the 

logistics. If someone else handles the client communication, what do you lose? If 

the system runs without you tracking every detail, what does that mean about 

you?

Perfectionism in this context is usually a protection strategy. The standards are 

real. The fear driving them isn't about the client or the invoice. It's about worth. 

That's worth exploring — probably with someone outside the business.

The External Work

Start with one thing. The task you do most often that requires the least contextual 

knowledge. Hand it o5 completely — not 'hand it o5 and check behind it.' Hand it 

o5. Let it be done in a way that isn't exactly how you'd do it. Notice what actually 

happens.
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Document the institutional knowledge. Yes, it's uncomfortable — it forces you to 

see how much lives only in your head. A tip: documenting through voice note and 

transcribing often feels a lot easier than typing everything out. Start there.

Do the systems work before the hire, not after. The most common failure in 

delegation is bringing someone in before the processes are clear enough to hand 

o5. The frustration con-rms the fear. Makes the next attempt harder.
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Portrait Three: The Conscripted

She didn't sign up for this. Or she signed up for a version of it that no longer exists.

She stepped in because her partner needed someone he could trust. She was 

available, capable, willing. She said yes to one task, then another, then a season of 

tasks that became a job that became an identity she doesn't recognize.

And she is quietly, persistently exhausted in a way that isn't just about the 

workload.

The exhaustion is existential. She is doing work that doesn't feel like hers — work 

she wouldn't choose, if she did it all over again. The business succeeded in part 

because she was there. The cost of that success has been a version of herself that 

she's been trying to get back.

She needs something more than a better delegation strategy.

She needs permission — and language for how to have the conversation in a 

relationship where the business and the love are deeply entangled.

She doesn't need to be more committed to the business. 

She needs to be more committed to herself.

Her Story

Ama has been managing the back o*ce of her husband's sustainable building 

company for four years. Before that, she was a ceramicist. Her work sold well. She 

had a studio. When the company expanded faster than they anticipated, she paused  

everything to help stabilize the operations. 'Just until we get through this season,' 

they said. That was three seasons ago. The ceramics studio is still rented — she's 
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paid for a space she hasn't been in in eight months. She brings it up occasionally. 

The conversation gets complicated. The business is doing well, and she knows her 

presence has been part of why. She also knows she's slowly disappearing inside of 

it.

Signs You May Be the Conscripted

 You have a career, calling, or creative practice that has been on pause — 

for one season that became several

 When you imagine a version of your life where the business didn't need 

you, you feel something close to grief — and then relief

 You feel loyal to the business and resentful of it simultaneously, and you 

feel guilty about the resentment

 The conversations about shifting your role happen, but they don't result in 

actual change

 You're not sure your partner fully understands what you've set aside, or for 

how long

How You Got Here

You got here through love. That's the part that makes it complicated.

The sacri-ce was real. The willingness to set things down was genuine. You made 

a good-faith choice, and the business is better for it.

But good-faith choices can outlive their original terms. What felt like a temporary 

arrangement has become structural. And the longer it's been structural, the 

harder it is to name — because naming it means having a conversation that 

carries a particular weight when the person across from you is also the person 

you're building a life with.
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The resentment, when it surfaces, often reads as something else. Irritability. 

Distance. Frustration at the client who emailed at 8pm — when the actual source 

is the conversation that hasn't happened yet.

How to Get Out

The Internal Work

I want you to hear this clearly: wanting to no longer work in the business is not a 

betrayal. Not of the business, not of your partner, not of the investment you've 

already made.

Wanting to reclaim the parts of yourself that predate this role — the creative 

practice, the career, the version of you that was becoming something before the 

business needed you — is not abandonment. It is, in fact, what makes the whole 

partnership sustainable.

You may have things to grieve as you move through this. Time, yes — but also the 

version of events you hoped for. The partnership that was going to be di5erent. 

The ease you thought you'd -nd as things stabilized.

Let the grief be a guide. It's showing you what you actually want.

Having a therapist, coach, close friend — or all three — in your corner as you 

navigate this is not optional. It's necessary.

The External Work

The conversation you've been avoiding needs to happen explicitly. Not 'I've been 

feeling burnt out' — but: 'I want to change my role in this business. I want us to 

make a real plan, with a timeline and speci-cs about what I'm handing o5 and 

when.'
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This conversation will probably require more than one iteration. It may surface 

things about how your partner has understood your arrangement that you didn't 

know were there. Bring in someone to mediate if you need to — a business coach, 

a couples counselor who works with business partners, someone with enough 

neutrality to hold the complexity.

The shift doesn't have to be total. What matters is that it's intentional and mutual 

— not inde-nitely deferred. The business needs infrastructure that doesn't 

depend on your sacri-ce. Building that infrastructure is what makes the shift 

possible.
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Portrait Four: The Quietly Excelling

Everything is working. And something is still wrong.

She's competent, organized, respected. The systems run. The clients are happy. 

Her partner relies on her in the ways that count. On paper — and in most 

conversations — this is a success story.

But quietly, in the early morning or the late night, in the space between tasks, she 

notices a 6atness. An absence of something she can't fully name. She isn't 

miserable. She isn't in crisis. But something is missing, and because she can't 

point to a problem, she can't justify taking it seriously.

She is, in some ways, the hardest portrait to name. From the outside — and often 

from the inside — she looks like she's doing it right.

She has optimized her circumstances into a corner of competent joylessness. And 

she doesn't have the language for what's missing because no one has ever asked.

The absence of a crisis is not the same as the presence of 

a life.

Her Story

Claudine runs the operations of her husband's high-end remodeling �rm with the 

kind of quiet e*ciency that experienced operators recognize immediately. 

Everything she touches works. She built the CRM, designed the onboarding process,  

trained the admin sta,, and still handles the relationships that need particular 

care. She has a waiting list of contractors in her network who've asked if she'd 

consult for them. She �nds this 5attering and quickly changes the subject. She can't 
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remember the last time she was excited about going to work. She doesn't mention 

this to anyone. It doesn't seem like enough of a problem.

Signs You May Be the Quietly Excelling

 You are good at what you do — genuinely good — and it doesn't light you 

up the way it used to, if it ever did

 People come to you for advice and you give it well and feel nothing after

 You've developed a quiet dread of Sunday evenings

 You've achieved a version of stability that you'd feel ungrateful leaving

 You rarely talk about your own wants in a business context — there's 

nothing wrong enough to justify it

How You Got Here

Competence has a gravity. Once you demonstrate that you can do something well, 

the expectation forms and calci-es. Stepping back from it can feel like breaking a 

promise — to the business, to your partner, to the version of yourself that takes 

pride in doing things well.

You may also be someone who adapted to circumstances rather than advocating 

for preferences. Early on, that looked like 6exibility. It got rewarded. Over time it 

became a re6ex.

The 6atness isn't apathy. It's the slow accumulation of doing things that were 

always slightly o5 from what you actually wanted. It's the distance between the 

life you optimized and the life you'd design.
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How to Get Out

The Internal Work

This portrait requires honest inventory. Not 'what's wrong' — externally, not 

much is wrong — but 'what would be di5erent if I let myself want something?' 

What would you add? What would you change? What would you give yourself 

permission to pursue if you weren't already so busy being capable?

The fact that you're functioning is not evidence that you're thriving.

Sit with that.

The External Work

Start by naming what excites you. Not what you're good at. What makes time 

disappear.

Consider moving laterally within the business — toward the work that has more 

of your actual interest. Strategic partnerships. Client acquisition. The creative 

work that happens before the build. Where do you lean forward?

Delegating the operational load — even partially — creates breathing room. Not 

as a -x. As a condition for being able to see more clearly.
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Portrait Five: The Advocate on the Outside

She sees her partner drowning. She wants to help. She can't carry what he's 

carrying.

She may not be in the business at all, or only peripherally. But she lives with its 

weight every day. The dinner conversations derailed by a client problem. The 

early morning emails her partner checks before he's fully awake. The way the 

stress seeps into the spaces that should belong to them.

She has o5ered to help. The o5er has been declined, or accepted in ways that 

didn't stick. She has watched him carry the operational load alongside the build 

work and the client work and the business development work, and she has felt 

the particular helplessness of being close to a problem you cannot solve.

She is not the operational resource he needs.

But she might be the person who helps him recognize that he needs one.

Her most valuable move isn't administrative. It's 

advocacy — for him, and for the relationship.

Her Story

Sarah's husband runs a small sustainable building company. He is extraordinarily 

talented — clients refer him regularly, and the quality of his work has built a 

reputation that's ahead of his operational capacity. He handles all client 

communication from his phone. Invoices go out late, sometimes not at all. Sarah 

has o,ered to help. He feels guilty involving her in the business stress. She watches 

him work until midnight and has learned to read the particular tension in his 
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shoulders that means something has gone wrong on a job. She doesn't know what 

to suggest. She just knows something has to change.

Signs You May Be the Advocate on the Outside

 You are not operationally in the business, but you are emotionally in it

 You've watched your partner turn down potential work because the 

capacity isn't there to handle it

 The stress of the business shows up in your relationship in ways that have 

nothing to do with the relationship

 You've thought: if he just had someone to handle the back oAce, 

everything would be di5erent

 You've tried to help and found that the o5er either gets declined or creates 

more work

How You Got Here

You got here by loving someone who is excellent at what he does and not yet 

excellent at asking for help. The trades carry a particular culture of self-

suAciency — the lone-wolf model runs deep in construction. Getting help for 

operations can feel like admitting a weakness the industry doesn't normalize.

Your partner may also genuinely not know what he needs. The operational chaos 

can look, from inside it, like a workload problem — a matter of doing the same 

things faster — rather than a structural problem that requires di5erent 

infrastructure altogether.

How to Get Out

The Internal Work
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Your job here is not to -x the problem. I know that's hard to hear when you can 

see it clearly. But an unsolicited solution, even a correct one, often lands as 

pressure rather than support.

As the person who loves him, you have standing to say: 'I'm watching what this is 

costing you. I think you deserve more support.' That's it. That's the move.

The External Work

Find the right moment — not during a crisis — and name what you see. 

Speci-cally. Not 'you're always stressed' but 'I've noticed the administrative side 

of the business is taking up hours you could spend on the work that actually 

grows the company. I want to -nd a solution to that together.'

Do a little research before the conversation. Know what a virtual client manager 

actually does, what it costs, what the return looks like. A founder who's hesitant 

to invest responds better to speci-cs than to general encouragement.

The most e5ective framing: this isn't overhead. It's infrastructure. The businesses 

that scale past a certain point almost universally got the back oAce o5 the 

founder. The ones that stall are often the ones where the founder is still 

answering his own emails.
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What All Five Portraits Share

You may have seen yourself clearly in one. Or you may have moved through a 

few of them over the years — maybe you've been the Conscripted and the Quietly 

Excelling in the same season. Maybe you're reading this as the Understudy and 

quietly recognizing the Founder Who Can't Let Go underneath her.

That's not confusion. That's the nature of being in something complex.

But underneath each portrait, there is one thing all -ve women share: they are 

carrying more than they should have to carry alone. And they have been doing it, 

in most cases, for longer than they originally intended.

The operational overload isn't just a logistical problem.

It is a relational problem.

It is a self-worth problem.

It is a problem of invisible labor being treated as the cost of doing business rather 

than the thing that is keeping the business standing.

The women holding these businesses together rarely get 

named. That's about to change.

The Conversations That Need to Happen

Every portrait in this guide eventually leads to a conversation — with your 

partner, with yourself, sometimes with someone outside the relationship who can 

hold the complexity without being inside it.
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These conversations are hard. The business and the relationship are braided 

together in ways that make it diAcult to speak clearly about one without the 

other. And naming what isn't working can feel like devaluing the investment 

you've already made.

But the conversations that don't happen don't disappear. They go underground. 

They show up as resentment, as distance, as a slow erosion of the thing you were 

originally trying to build together.

Having the conversation is an act of care — for yourself, for your partner, and for 

the business that both of you have put so much into.

Owning Your Own Strength

The women I've worked with are not women who lack capability. They are, in 

almost every case, more capable than the role they're in has required of them. 

The problem isn't skill. The problem is that no one has handed them the language 

for what they actually are — and what they are allowed to want.

You are not your partner's assistant. You may have been functioning as one.

That is not what you are.

You are a co-architect of something that has real weight in the world. The 

residential construction industry builds the places people live their lives. And the 

women behind those companies — coordinating, communicating, holding the 

operational reality together — are part of why it works.
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Claim that. Not in an abstract, inspirational-poster way. In the speci-c, practical 

way of deciding what your role actually is, having the conversation that makes 

that real, and building the support structure that holds it.

What Comes Next

This guide is a beginning. It's meant to help you see yourself — to give language 

to what you've been feeling so it can move from background noise into something 

you can actually work with.

The Conservatory exists for what comes after. For the moment when you're ready 

to hand o5 the operational load and step into the role you actually want — and 

you want someone who has been the invisible backbone of a home service 

business herself to help you do it in a way that actually sticks.

We're not a VA agency. We're a concierge placement service that connects 

growing residential contractors with industry-trained virtual client managers — 

carefully matched and supported through three months of structured onboarding 

so the hando5 holds.

Unlike traditional virtual assistant services, the goal isn't just to get someone in 

the seat. It's to make sure that when you -nally hand something o5, it stays 

handed o5.

So you can lead.  

So you can breathe.  

So you can be a co-founder — not an assistant — in the thing you've helped build.
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If this resonated and you’re ready to explore what a placement could look like for 

your business, let’s talk. 

With love,

Edi

Founder, Via de Oduraa / The Conservatory

http://edithoduraa.me/lets-talk
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