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For the one who sits at the desk and knows, somewhere deep, that it was never the right desk.

And for the version of you that hasn't quit yet — the one who keeps googling trades at midnight and closing the tab before anyone sees.

This book is for that person.
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What This Book Will and Won't Do for You
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This book will not tell you that leaving your job is easy. It won't pretend there is no income dip, no awkward conversation with your parents, no morning where you stare at the ceiling and wonder if you made a mistake.

What it will do is give you the actual numbers, the actual steps, and the actual framework to make the move — not someday, but on a fixed date you set before you close the final chapter.

The BRIDGE Framework runs through this book: Budget, Research, Identity, Decision, Gap plan, Execute. Each chapter covers one piece of that system in full. By the end, you will have a trade selected, a financial bridge mapped, and a 90-day exit plan written in your own handwriting.

This is not inspiration. The trades are full of people who got inspired and then wandered back to the cubicle six months later. This is a blueprint.

Everything in these pages has been tested against real salary data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, real apprenticeship program requirements, and real stories of professionals who made this exact switch. Numbers are current as of 2026.

Follow the chapters in order the first time. The worksheets compound on each other. Skip around on your second pass once you know where you stand.
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Your Reading Map
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This book is structured to take you from uncertainty to a signed exit date. Here is how to use it based on where you are right now.

If you are still deciding whether this is right for you: Start at Chapter 1 and read straight through Chapter 4. Those four chapters handle the case for change, the myths about trades, and the identity work that trips most people up. Do not skip Chapter 3. The worksheets there are the only ones that require no external research — just honesty.

If you already know you want to switch but feel financially stuck: Jump to Chapter 6 first. That is where the Income Gap Calculator lives, along with the 12-month savings sprint and the bridge plan. Then return to Chapter 5 to pick your trade, and continue through to Chapter 8.

If you are further along — you have a trade in mind and want to get to business ownership: Begin at Chapter 9. The Wealth Ladder, launch checklist, and business planning content are self-contained. Come back to earlier chapters when a worksheet references a concept you want to deepen.

Every chapter closes with an action step. Do not skip them. The Quick Reference section at the back consolidates all worksheets and checklists in one place for easy return visits.
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About Varek Dorsen
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Varek Dorsen spent a decade in corporate operations before he started paying closer attention to where the real money was going. Not to the people in the meetings — to the people fixing the buildings those meetings were held in. That observation led him down a long research path into trade economics, apprenticeship systems, and the financial trajectory of skilled-trade business ownership.

What changed his thinking was not a single revelation. It was the accumulation of numbers that kept not adding up — the project manager earning $85,000 after eight years of promotions, sitting three offices away from an HVAC contractor billing $220 an hour. He started writing to work out what the gap actually meant and how a person could cross it deliberately, not by accident.

Writes for people standing at the same crossroad — the ones who are good at their jobs but suspect they are good at the wrong one.

The plumber who showed up to fix the burst pipe under your kitchen sink last February charged $185 for the call and $320 for the repair. He was there for 47 minutes, including the time he spent chatting about his new truck. You, meanwhile, had just come off a performance review where your manager explained, with genuine apology in his eyes, that raises this year were capped at 2.8 percent. You smiled and said you understood.

You did not say what you were actually thinking.

If you have spent time in the last year googling something like "how to become an electrician at 35" at midnight and then closing the tab before your partner woke up, this book is probably overdue.

If you have done the math at your desk — the quiet, embarrassing math — where you compare your salary after eight years and two promotions to what a licensed HVAC contractor billed last summer, and the HVAC contractor won, keep reading. If you have heard someone say "the trades are not a real career" and you nodded along while something inside you quietly disagreed, this is for you.

Maybe you are a project manager who is genuinely good at your job and genuinely miserable doing it. The projects come in, the projects go out. You manage timelines and personalities and software that was not quite right for the job, and at the end of the year you get a PDF summarizing your achievements — which you read once and file. The work is competent. It is not yours.

Maybe you are in marketing, in HR, in finance. You have real skills. The problem is that your skills are portable to any one of ten thousand companies doing something you would not miss if it disappeared. That is not fulfilling. It is also a negotiating problem.

Or maybe you had a moment — some specific afternoon — where a tradesperson did something in front of you. Fixed something, built something, made a visible problem disappear in a way you could see and touch. And you thought, not for the first time: I want to do that. Then you thought about what your parents would say. Or what your LinkedIn profile would look like. Or whether you would have to take a pay cut. And you let the thought go.

Or maybe you have not had that moment yet. Maybe you are here because the layoff already happened, or because the fourth reorg in five years finally convinced you that your job security was always an illusion dressed up in company swag.

That thought — the one you keep abandoning at midnight — deserves better than the tab you closed.

This book is written for you.

There are things in here that will surprise you. In Chapter 4, you will encounter a trade selection framework that almost everyone gets backwards — most people start with the trade they find interesting, when the data says you should start with the trade your local market cannot fill. The answer is almost never what you expect, and it changes by zip code.

In Chapter 6, the income gap that scares most people away from making this move turns out to be significantly smaller than you fear — and shorter. The path from apprentice wages to journeyman income is faster than the path from analyst to senior analyst at most companies. Chapter 6 shows you the actual numbers and a bridge plan that makes the transition survivable on your current savings.

Here is where you are now: talented enough to do your current job, underpaid relative to your stress, and watching a ceiling get closer. You have real skills — project management, client communication, financial literacy — and they are parked in a role that does not reward them the way it should. Every year you stay, you are getting slower and the path to something different gets harder to see.

Here is where this book takes you: a specific trade selected for your market and your body, a financial bridge plan mapped to your actual savings, a 90-day exit timeline with your name and a start date on it, and a clear picture of what building a trade business looks like from the inside.

The bridge is the BRIDGE Framework — Budget, Research, Identity, Decision, Gap plan, Execute. Not inspiration. A system. One that keeps you from making the switch on a feeling and then wandering back to the cubicle six months later because nobody told you what an apprentice's first winter actually looks like.

The moment that changes things is usually small. Not a speech, not a breakdown, not a dramatic resignation letter. Ken Rusk, who built a multimillion-dollar construction business starting from a kid digging ditches in Ohio, says the turning point was the moment he realized the ceiling in a job was artificial and the ceiling in a trade was not. He did not quit dramatically. He just stopped pretending the first ceiling was real.

That moment is worth examining, because it is not about courage. It is about what you believe the world actually owes you for your time. Office work trains you to accept what is offered. Trade work — especially owning a trade business — trains you to charge what the market will bear, which turns out to be considerably more.

What you are actually getting into is this: a career change that takes somewhere between 18 months and 4 years, depending on the trade, your starting financial position, and how honest you are with yourself in Chapter 4. It is physically harder than what you do now, at least for the first year or two. Some of the people you work alongside will be younger than you and more experienced than you, and that will feel strange.

There is no HR department. No performance improvement plan with a 30-day window and bullet points about your "communication opportunities." No quarterly all-hands meeting where the CFO explains why the bonus pool is smaller this year. If you make a mistake in the trades, a client tells you directly, or the work does not pass inspection, or water appears somewhere water should not be. The feedback loop is short and honest.

What there is: a market that cannot find enough people to do the work. The U.S. construction industry was short more than 530,000 workers in 2026 alone. The average age of a working tradesperson is 43. Half the workforce retires in the next 15 to 20 years. The people entering the field cannot replace them fast enough. That shortage is not a problem for you to solve — it is a tailwind you get to ride.

There is also income that compounds with skill rather than with politics. And there is the option — eventually — to own the business entirely. To set the prices, choose the clients, decide when to retire, and determine what the business is worth when you sell it. A trade business with recurring clients and a good reputation sells for 2 to 4 times annual revenue. The office job you currently have sells for nothing.

You will not miss the performance review.

Chapters 1 through 4 build the foundation — they take apart the story you were told about what a "real career" looks like, replace it with actual salary data, and walk you through the identity work that stops most people before they even start. By the end of Chapter 4, you will have a completed Trade Fit Assessment and a short list of trades worth investigating seriously.

Chapters 5 and 6 get practical fast. You will compare trades side by side by income ceiling and local demand, choose one, and then map the financial gap between your current salary and what you will earn as an apprentice. Chapter 6 has a calculator and a sprint plan. Chapter 7 walks you through apprenticeship applications, licensing paths, and everything to do on your first week. Read Chapter 7 with a specific trade in mind and you will finish it with a concrete list of programs to contact within 30 days.

Chapter 8 is the one most career-change books skip entirely. It is about the skills you already have — project management, client communication, financial tracking — and how to use them to move faster and earn more than trades workers who started from scratch in their twenties. Your corporate past is not a liability here. It is a competitive advantage that most of your future peers will not have, and Chapter 8 shows you exactly how to use it from day one.

Chapters 9 through 11 shift from surviving the transition to building real wealth. The Wealth Ladder, pricing your own work, launching a business, and using your trade skills to compound returns through real estate. By Chapter 11, you will have a 10-year income projection and a business succession plan that most tradespeople never write. Chapter 12 pulls everything into the 90-day Exodus Plan — a specific, dated timeline from where you sit right now to your first day in the trade.

Put this book down at Chapter 6 and you will already have a financial plan and a trade selected. Put it down at Chapter 9 and you will have a business model sketched. Finish it and you will have a date.

The worksheets compound on each other. Do not skip them.
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Chapter 1: The Lie They Sold You About Success
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Most people working a white-collar job do not realize they are unhappy until they see someone else who is not. The moment usually comes sideways — a contractor packing up his tools, a plumber loading his van, some person whose whole day is spent making problems disappear — and there is something about the ease of it, or the finality, that hits in a way a completed PowerPoint deck never does.

By the end of this chapter, you will have named the specific story you were sold about what a successful career looks like, identified where it stopped serving you, and completed a burnout audit that tells you how far you have drifted from work that actually fits you.

What you will take from this chapter


—  Why the burnout in office careers goes undiagnosed for years — and what that costs




—  How the college-to-corporate path was sold as security when it was actually compliance




—  What "stability" means in 2026 vs. what you were told it meant in 2010




—  The exact calculation that shows you why the people around you seem to be winning while you stay put




—  Your completed burnout audit, ready for Chapter 4
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1.1 The Burnout Nobody Talks About at the Annual Review
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You will not read about this kind of burnout in your company's HR literature. It does not show up in your performance metrics. It is not the kind that produces dramatic resignations or visible breakdowns. It is quieter than that. More polite.

It looks like answering emails at 11 PM while telling yourself it is just this week. It looks like optimizing a process that should not exist at all. It looks like getting good at a job that is not bad, exactly — just not right. And because it is not bad, because it pays fine and the people are decent, you have no language for what you are feeling.

You are not failing. You are just disappearing.

The Invisible Ceiling of Competence

Here is what nobody tells you: becoming good at a white-collar job can actually accelerate how stuck you feel. The better you get, the more you are trusted with the kind of work you do not particularly want to be trusted with. You get promoted into an office version of a trap — more responsibility, more meetings, more of the thing that was already making you tired.

Ken Rusk, who built a multimillion-dollar construction business from a starting point of digging ditches in northern Ohio, describes the moment he understood this. He was watching a man in a suit get into a company car in 1989, and he realized the man looked exactly as tired as every blue-collar worker he had ever met — just more expensively tired. The man's briefcase was nicer. His exhaustion was identical. Rusk decided the ceiling in a job was the same regardless of the collar. The question was whether the ceiling was artificial or real.

In a trade, skill removes the ceiling. A journeyman who becomes a master, and a master who becomes a contractor, and a contractor who builds a business with repeat clients and trained crews — that person's income grows with their capability, not with whoever decides to approve the promotion this cycle. In an office, politics installs a new ceiling every three years and calls it a "reorganization."

What would you have done in that ditch in Ohio in 1989, looking up at the man in the suit? Most people would have assumed the suit had it better — the pay was better, the work was cleaner, the status was higher. Rusk asked a different question: what does that man own? The answer was: a car he probably did not buy himself, a title on a business card he had no equity in, and a pension contingent on a company that might not exist in twenty years. Rusk went on to own his company outright. The man with the briefcase went on to retire on whatever the company had set aside for him.

That question — what do I actually own? — is one of the most useful ones in this book. It runs through every chapter from here to the final one.

The Burnout Audit

Run this audit now, before you continue. It takes under ten minutes and tells you where you are actually starting from. Get a piece of paper or open a notes app. Do not just read — write the answers down. The act of writing forces honesty in a way that mental answers do not.

Step 1: Write down the three things at your current job that you do without being asked, because you find them genuinely interesting. Not important — interesting. Not useful to the company — interesting to you. If you cannot name three, write as many as you can, even if the list has one entry or none.

Step 2: Write down the three things you spend the most time on each week. Be honest — include the meetings that could have been emails and the status updates that exist to cover someone's liability. Compare the two lists. The gap between what energizes you and what consumes your time is your burnout delta. The wider the gap, the deeper the drift.

Step 3: Rate the following from 1 to 5 (1 = never, 5 = always): "I can see the direct result of my work at the end of each day." A score of 3 or below suggests you are in an abstraction loop — doing work that makes other work possible, without ever touching a tangible outcome. This is not a moral failing. It is a structure problem. But it is important to name it accurately.

Step 4: Rate this one the same way: "When something breaks or goes wrong, I am the person who fixes it — not the person who escalates it and schedules a meeting about it." In the trades, the ratio of doing to delegating is reversed from what it is in most offices. People who score a 1 or 2 on this item often thrive when they make the switch. People who score a 5 tend to gravitate toward trade business ownership rather than field work. Both paths exist.

Step 5: Ask yourself this question and write the first answer that comes before you let yourself think too hard about it: "If I were starting over at 22, knowing what I know now, would I choose this?" Do not qualify the answer. Do not write "well, it depends." Write yes or no. The first honest answer is the most useful one.

Keep your answers. You will need them in Chapter 4, where they feed directly into the Trade Fit Assessment.

Key Insight: Burnout in knowledge work is often invisible because it masquerades as competence. The better you get at managing the discomfort, the longer it hides. This is not a character flaw — it is the natural result of being good at the wrong thing.

Decision filter: If your burnout audit score shows a wide gap between what energizes you and what consumes your time, and the "starting over" answer is no or uncertain, then this book is not a backup plan — it is the primary one.

You might be thinking that burnout is something you can solve inside your current career by changing teams, finding a better manager, or getting the promotion you have been waiting for. That is possible. It is also the most common way people stay in the wrong field for another decade. The promotion reorganizes the problem, it does not remove it.

Nobody asks at the annual review whether the whole career is the right one. The burnout audit does.
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1.2 How the College-to-Cubicle Pipeline Was Sold to You
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The script was already written before you got to it. Go to a four-year university. Study something respectable. Get an internship. Enter the workforce through the front door of a company that has a good logo and a decent Glassdoor rating. Work hard. Wait.

This is not bad advice for everyone. But it was sold universally, as if the shape of a good career were the same regardless of the person.

The Message Underneath the Message

What was actually being communicated — and most people heard it without registering it — was this: security comes from institutions, not from skill. You do not build the house, you work for the company that builds the house. You do not own the pipe, you manage the spreadsheet that tracks the pipe. The further you got from the actual thing being done, the more professional you were considered.

That message made sense in a world where institutions were stable, white-collar jobs were hard to automate, and the people working in offices were not directly competing with workers in other countries. None of those things are true anymore.

A 2025 report from FlexJobs found that 62% of white-collar workers would leave their jobs for a trade role if the pay and stability were equivalent. That number is not a signal of dissatisfaction with a particular company. It is a signal of dissatisfaction with the premise. People are not just unhappy with their employer. They are questioning the category.

The Pipeline Belief Inventory

Run through this checklist. Place a check next to every statement you were told — explicitly or implicitly — before you entered the workforce:


—  Skilled trade work is for people who could not make it in college




—  The professional class and the working class are fundamentally different categories




—  Your earning ceiling is determined by your degree more than your skill




—  Job security comes from working for a stable company, not from being hard to replace




—  Physical work is undignified or limiting



Now, place a check next to every statement that you now believe to be true based on actual evidence. The gap between the two lists is the inherited belief set you are still operating from.

Most people discover, when they run this exercise, that they have been carrying assumptions they have never actually tested. Not because they are credulous — but because the assumptions were invisible. They were the water the fish swam in.

The Real Rule: The college-to-career pipeline was designed to produce reliable employees, not wealthy ones. It optimizes for compliance, not for income ceilings. That was a reasonable trade-off for the mid-20th century. It is a questionable one now.

What the Data Says (as of 2026)

The median annual wage for a journeyman electrician in 2026 is $62,350, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The top 10% earn more than $106,000. A master electrician in a high-demand urban market — New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Austin — can bill $110,000 to $160,000 a year as an employee, and considerably more as a business owner. Data-center construction, which is expanding rapidly with the AI infrastructure buildout, is pulling master electricians at rates that approach $280,000 in select markets.

The median starting salary for a college graduate with a bachelor's degree in a non-technical field, adjusted for 2026, is $47,000. That graduate carries, on average, $37,000 in student loan debt — debt that begins accruing interest on the day the degree is awarded, regardless of whether the job offer is good.

The apprentice electrician starts at $35,000 to $45,000 a year — below the college graduate. But the apprentice carries no educational debt from the training, receives health benefits through the union or employer from day one, and will earn a journeyman wage within four years. The college graduate's path to $62,000 in most non-technical fields takes six to eight years and requires the kind of performance-review cycling that this chapter has already described.

This is not a polemic against higher education. People who pursue medicine, engineering, law, or highly specialized technical fields receive a return on that investment that the trades cannot match in most cases. But the pipeline was not sold as a targeted tool for specific high-return careers. It was sold as a universal answer. And for the people in this book's target reader — the project manager, the marketing director, the operations lead — the arithmetic has not held up.

The Pipeline Belief Inventory exists to show you which numbers you were given and which ones were quietly withheld. The income research exercise in section 1.4 gives you the full picture for the first time.

Decision filter: If your degree cost more than your first three years of earnings, and your current income has not compounded at a rate that justifies the original investment, then the pipeline optimized for something other than your financial outcome.
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1.3 What "Stability" Actually Looks Like in 2026
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The word "stability" was used to sell you on office work. It was meant to contrast with the perceived instability of trade work — the weather dependency, the physical risk, the seasonal slowdowns. It painted a picture of the white-collar worker as someone who had found safe ground.

That picture aged poorly.

The Illusion of Employment Stability

Between 2022 and 2026, major technology companies — Google, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft — collectively cut more than 300,000 white-collar jobs. These were not marginal positions. These were project managers, marketing directors, operations leads, and product managers. People with graduate degrees and excellent performance reviews. People who had done everything right.

A licensed electrician in the United States cannot be offshored. An HVAC technician cannot be replaced by a language model. A master plumber's phone rings at 2 AM because a pipe has burst and there is exactly one person who can fix it and that person is local. The geographic constraint that looks like a limitation is actually a competitive moat.

In contrast, every knowledge-work function that can be described in a prompt is increasingly vulnerable to AI substitution. This is not speculative. It is already happening to junior roles across legal, finance, marketing, and software development. The question for anyone in a white-collar career is not whether automation will reach their function — it is when.

The Stability Comparison

Consider two people in 2016. One is a project manager at a mid-size tech company earning $78,000. The other is a journeyman plumber earning $58,000. Run the 10-year comparison:

The project manager gets two
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