
10/4/23, 8:47 AMNJ construction company owner writes of her life in a male industry

Page 1 of 5https://www.app.com/story/money/business/main-street/2023/10/04/blue-…struction-jackson-nj-patricia-miller-kicking-karmas-ass/70989894007/

MAIN STREET

How Jackson 'crazy blonde' became the
backbone of this booming construction
business
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Key Points

Patricia Miller of Jackson grew up working for her father and learning how to run a business.

She and her husband Ray started their own metal-framing business and it soon took off.

After his untimely death in 2016, she carried on the work in a male-dominated field. It's a story she tells in her
new book.

Patricia Miller was coping with grief and deep in debt after her husband, Ray, was placed
in hospice care for bladder cancer in the fall of 2016, when one of her clients called her,
saying she was needed on the job site or he would cancel her contract.

Ray died the next day, and Patricia forged ahead. She had a wake five days later, a funeral
six days later, and was back on the job site the day after that.

"You never know how strong you are until being strong is your only option," Miller said.

Miller, the owner of Jackson-based Blue Diamond Construction, has published a memoir,
called "Kicking Karma's Ass." In it, she details her journey: raised on a farm in Old Bridge,
the youngest of seven children; starting a metal-framing company with Ray; getting a
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foothold in a male-dominated industry; and picking up the pieces and moving forward
after her husband died.

The book, she says, is timely. The number of women working in construction trades
nationwide has increased 52% during the past 10 years, more than six times faster than the
number of women in the overall civilian labor force, statistics show.

Construction work: NJ women find high-paying jobs in a field that's desperate for them

Despite the gains, observers say women still face obstacles.

"We don't feel this way, but I'd say outside there's still some degree of skepticism — can a
woman do what she needs to do in the construction industry and be effective?" said
Michael Kennedy, chief executive officer of Doka USA, a construction company that hired
Blue Diamond Construction to help build its U.S. headquarters in Kenilworth.

Miller has proven that she can be successful, he said. "She digs in and has built a good
name for herself."

Miller, 59, lives in Jackson. She has two sons, Keith, 35, and Kevin, 29, who live in Howell.
And her company has put its stamp on the state, from Starbucks stores in Ocean County to
the Luxe Apartments, a high-end apartment complex in Woodbridge that was converted
from the Jewelry Exchange.

How did Miller break through the glass ceiling and overcome the unfair fate that was sent
her way? She met with the Asbury Park Press last week to talk about it.

Construction plans: The novel way proposed Red Bank apartment complex is
approaching housing

Here are five takeaways:

'Sunrise to sunset'

Miller was the youngest of seven children whose father, an electrician, found a lucrative
market selling his vegetables between Memorial Day and Labor Day. He put his children
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to work.

"It was hard work. We learned a lot about business. How to count money. How to learn the
scales. How to deal with people," Miller said. "These are life lessons you learn as a 5-year-
old. I started at 5. So funny. And I didn't stop until I went to college."

"But I learned a lot," she said. "The work was so hard. Sunrise to sunset every summer. I
didn't see the beach until I was 13 because I worked. My Dad admitted when he was in his
80s, 'If you guys knew there was a better world out there, you wouldn't want to work.'"

Construction plans: Bamboo Bar, Karma nightclubs in Seaside Heights to become
housing, retail

'We wound up getting big work'

Miller attended Middlesex County College and studied accounting before getting pregnant
with her first child and marrying Ray, her high school sweetheart, who was a union
carpenter.

Ray's work, however, would come and go with the economic booms and busts, and
Patricia, with two young children in the early 1990s, was anxious about making ends meet.
She decided to start their own metal-framing company; she ran the office while Ray
worked in the field.

"I took most of his last check to pay the bills and took $100 and went to a print shop in
Point Pleasant on Arnold Avenue," Miller said. "I said, 'This is as much money as I can get
for business cards and flyers.'"

"We wound up getting big work. We built most of Brick, the Krispy Kreme, the Best Buy,
the Tutor Time Day Care, the Home Depot. People just kept calling. My supply houses
would refer me. You work with architects. Architects like you; they like your business, they
like how you get the job done. They would refer you out. It just kept going."

'I was signing their checks'
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'I was signing their checks'

Miller said she wasn't taken seriously at first, leaving the back-slapping to Ray, whom she
described as a popular guy's guy. Miller turned her focus to learning the intricacies of
metal framing and making sure the business would survive.

"They would think I was the crazy blonde," she said. "I was the backbone. I negotiated
materials. I called the unions. I hired and fired. I paid the bills. I did the taxes. I prepared
the proposals."

"I would go to the job site to talk to my husband and look at something I had to give a
change order on, and they would say, 'Hey sweetheart, get me a cup of coffee.' That's how
they would talk to you. They didn't know I was signing their checks."

Construction plans: See the 10-story residential building that will soon dominate
Seaside Heights skyline

'Sometimes life throws you a curve ball'

Miller's life turned in an instant in 2014, when Ray found blood in his urine and would be
diagnosed with bladder cancer. She left her company to care for him, taking him to
appointments, searching for any cure, and depleting her savings.

Ray died two years to the day after he was diagnosed. And Miller had to figure out a way
simply to get out of bed, or risk losing a contract.

"Everybody thinks they're going to go to school, they're going to have 2.5 kids, they're
going to retire at 62, and they are going to live happily ever after playing golf, or whatever
they enjoy. We had that planned, too. But sometimes life throws you a curveball, and you
have to figure it out. I had to figure it out. I had no option."

'You have a lot to offer'

Miller has become an advocate for increasing the representation of women in the
construction industry, noting they still account for just one in 10 workers.
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She said the industry offers plenty of career paths, from working in a trade to owning a
company. When it comes to pay, women in the construction industry make 95.5% of what
men make, a narrower pay gap than the overall labor market, where women are paid 82%
of what men are paid, according to the National Association of Women in Construction, a
trade group.

"They should consider construction as an option," she said. "Get informed. Be confident.
Set your goals. You have a lot to offer."

Michael L. Diamond is a business reporter who has been writing about the New Jersey
economy and health care industry for more than 20 years. He can be reached at
mdiamond@gannettnj.com.


