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Before You Begin

An executive friend of mine asked me recently whether Claude Code was something he could actually use, or whether it was really just for engineers. He uses ChatGPT all the time, so he was already comfortable with AI — but Claude Code felt different to him. More technical. More intimidating. Like something meant for people who live in terminals and ship code for a living. He was curious, but also hesitant. The question behind his question was simple: is this a tool for someone like me, or am I stepping into someone else’s world?

That question is why this book exists. The answer is: it’s yours. By the time you’re done with chapter three, it will feel that way.

You do not need to know programming, command-line tools, or software development to benefit from this book.

I want to be clear about that up front, because almost every guide to Claude Code I’ve read assumes you already know what cd does, that you have opinions about Python virtual environments, and that the word “repo” doesn’t make you flinch. If that describes you, wonderful. This book is not really for you, and I’ll get to who it is for in a moment. But if you’re the bakery owner, or the marketing manager at a 10-person company who’s been quietly drowning in spreadsheets, or the freelance illustrator trying to keep up with three clients and a newsletter — keep reading. You’re exactly who I had in mind.

Claude Code requires an Anthropic account. There’s a free tier to get started, and paid plans for heavier use — I’ll point you to the right place in chapter three.

One thing worth saying before Chapter 1, because I’d rather be upfront about it than have you feel ambushed later: Claude Code itself requires a paid Anthropic subscription. The entry plan runs about twenty dollars a month as I write this. Chapter 2 uses the free claude.ai web interface for your first practice run — no card needed, nothing to sign up for beyond what you’ve already got. But by Chapter 3, when you actually install Claude Code on your laptop, you’ll need to upgrade. I’d rather you know that now than discover it mid-chapter. And if twenty dollars a month feels like too much before you know what you’re getting, Chapter 2 on its own is worth the price of this book. Try that first, see how it feels, then decide.


Who this book is for

This is a book for curious professionals, creators, founders, and operators who want AI to do meaningful work for them. Not party tricks. Not novelty image generations. Real work. The kind that gives you back a Tuesday afternoon, or finally clears the project that’s been sitting in a folder called LATER since August.

I’m thinking of the consultant who wants to turn three years of client notes into a usable knowledge base. The author managing a research project across forty PDFs. The small-business owner whose inventory lives in a CSV she doesn’t fully understand. The nonprofit director who needs a simple web form but hasn’t been able to justify hiring a developer to build it. The screenwriter who wants a tool that catches her continuity errors. None of them are programmers. All of them have problems Claude Code can solve in an afternoon.

If you’ve heard people talk about Claude Code, gotten interested for about four seconds, and then thought “I wouldn’t even know where to start” — start here.




Who it is not for

If you’re a working software engineer looking for a deep technical reference — the kind with architecture diagrams and acronyms — put this book down. There are excellent resources for that. This isn’t one of them.

This is a book about getting things done, not about becoming a developer. If by the end of it you find yourself curious about the deeper layers, that’s a wonderful side effect — but it’s not the goal.




What you do not need

You don’t need a computer science degree, or to have ever written a line of code, or to know what a terminal is. You don’t need to know what JSON stands for, or why anyone would name a tool grep. And no, you don’t have to install anything I don’t walk you through first. You need a laptop, an internet connection, and roughly the same level of patience you’d bring to learning a new app on your phone.

If you can write a clear email describing what you want, you already have the most important skill. Everything else, I’ll walk you through.




How to read this book

Two ways. Pick whichever fits your situation.

If you’re starting from zero and want to build real intuition, read it linearly. The chapters stack on each other deliberately. Each one introduces a small idea and then puts it to work on something concrete, so by the time you’re halfway through, you’ll be doing things that would have looked like sorcery in the introduction.

If you have a specific problem in front of you right now — a deadline, a stuck project, a thing you wish someone would just help you finish — flip straight to the chapter that matches it. The table of contents is organized around real situations, not abstract topics. Each chapter is written to stand on its own, with pointers back to anything earlier you might want to skim.

Both paths work. I tested them.

A few concrete things you’ll be able to do by the time the book is behind you: draft a difficult reply in under a minute, sort through a folder holding years of accumulated files in a single afternoon, put up a small personal website on a Sunday, and cut the Sunday-night admin backlog in half. Most readers finish in a weekend if they’re racing through it, or stretch it across two weeks reading one chapter a day with a cup of coffee. Either way works. The chapters don’t expire.

By chapter four you’ll have done real work with it. By chapter ten, you’ll wonder how you managed without it.

One last thing. If at any point you get stuck, frustrated, or convinced this isn’t for you — that’s normal, and it usually means the tool is doing something opaque that nobody bothered to explain. Mark the page, take a walk, come back. The whole point of this book is that the wall you’re hitting was put there by someone who forgot what it was like not to know.







What Claude Code Can Actually Help You Do

It’s 8:47 on a Tuesday morning. You haven’t had coffee yet — well, you’ve had coffee, but not the kind that counts. Your laptop is open. Your inbox has 64 unread messages, three of which are marked urgent by people who think everything is urgent. There’s a spreadsheet someone sent you last night with the subject line “quick look?” and a Slack thread you’ve been avoiding because answering it honestly will take forty-five minutes you do not have. Somewhere on your desktop is a folder called Work_Stuff_2024 that contains, as far as you can tell, the entire history of your professional life arranged in no order whatsoever.

You are not behind. You are exactly where most people are at 8:47 on a Tuesday. The problem isn’t you. The problem is that the job of being a modern working adult quietly tripled in size sometime in the last decade and nobody told the calendar.

This book is about a tool that can carry a meaningful share of that weight for you. Not by replacing you. By doing the parts that were never the interesting parts to begin with — and doing them while you go get the second coffee.

Let me show you what I mean.


The inbox

You know that feeling when you open your email and your shoulders climb up toward your ears without your permission? You scan the list. Three are newsletters. Two are calendar invites with no agenda. One is a client asking the same question they asked two weeks ago. Four are internal threads where someone has CC’d you “just to keep you in the loop” but actually they want you to do something and they are hoping you will notice on your own.

Right now, you handle this by reading every message, deciding what each one needs, drafting replies one at a time, and arriving at 10am having done nothing but email. You’ll do it again tomorrow.

After this book, your morning looks different. You paste a batch of messages into Claude Code — it doesn’t reach into your inbox on its own; you hand it the text, or you set up an integration later in the book that does the handoff for you. Either way, the setup is lightweight and the capability is real. It sorts the noise from the signal, drafts replies to the routine ones in your voice, flags the two that actually need your judgment, and pulls out the deadlines you’d otherwise miss. You read the drafts. You tweak two of them. You hit send. It is 9:04. You haven’t even opened a second tab.

And while we’re on the subject of messages arriving from everywhere: you know how a single decision now lives in fragments across email, Slack, two text threads, and an Instagram DM? You can paste all of it into Claude Code and ask, plainly, “what have we actually agreed to, and what’s still open?” It will tell you. In one place. In order.




The blank page

The cursor blinks. You are writing a one-page proposal for a client. You have written one-page proposals for clients more times than you can count. And yet here you are, staring at a white rectangle, producing the sentence “I hope this finds you well” and then deleting it because it sounds like something a chatbot would write, which, given the times, is now an insult.

Forty minutes pass. You have three sentences. None of them are good.

The thing about writing is that the hard part is almost never the words. The hard part is the staring. It’s the gap between knowing what you want to say and finding the first thread to pull. Claude Code closes that gap. You tell it what the proposal is for, who it’s going to, what makes this client different, and what you actually want to happen next. Ninety seconds later you have a draft. It is not perfect. Drafts aren’t supposed to be. But it is a real draft, with real structure, written in something resembling your voice, and now you are doing the part you are actually good at — editing, sharpening, adding the one specific detail only you would know. The proposal goes out before lunch. You wrote it. Claude Code just held the pen until you remembered how.

The same trick works on anything where the staring is the hard part — the apology email you’ve been rehearsing in your head for two days, the Instagram caption that should take four minutes and somehow takes forty.




The folder of doom

Open your Downloads folder. I’ll wait. Now scroll. Somewhere in there is a file called final_FINAL_USE_THIS_v3.docx. Possibly with a (2) after it. There are screenshots from 2022. There is a PDF you swore you’d read. There is a folder called temp that has lived on your desktop for so long it has developed seniority.

You have meant to clean this up for years. You will not clean it up. You will retire first.

Claude Code will clean it up. Not in the abstract — actually clean it up. You can ask it to look at every file in a directory, figure out what it is, group things by project or by year or by type, rename the messy ones into something you can read later, and put them in folders that make sense. Importantly, it shows you the plan first and asks you to confirm before it moves a single file. Nothing happens behind your back. You can ask it to find every contract you signed in 2024. Every invoice from a particular vendor. Every photo of a whiteboard. It does not get bored. It does not get distracted by a screenshot from three years ago and spend ten minutes reminiscing. It just does the thing. By the end of an afternoon, your computer feels like someone else’s computer — the kind of person who has their life together.




The spreadsheet you didn’t ask for

Someone sends you a CSV. It has 400 rows and 17 columns. It’s the attendee list for the gala next month — names, emails, RSVP statuses in three different spellings (“yes”, “Y”, “confirmed”), a free-text dietary-restrictions column where one person wrote “no shellfish but salmon is fine??” and another just wrote “vegan-ish,” and a notes field that ranges from “VIP, seat near stage” to a single emoji. They write: “Quick look? What does this tell us?”

You are not a data analyst. You took one statistics class in college and you remember exactly two words from it, one of which is “median.” You could fumble around in Excel for an hour. You could bother the one person on the team who actually knows pivot tables. Or you could just say the file got stuck in your downloads, which is dishonest but tempting.

Instead, you hand the file to Claude Code and ask plain-English questions. How many people have actually confirmed? How many of the dietary notes are real restrictions versus jokes? Who are the VIPs and where are they sitting? What’s the headcount if we assume the maybes split evenly? It does all of it, in seconds, and explains what it found in sentences a normal human can read. It can hand you back a clean formatted table, a written summary with the key numbers called out, or step-by-step instructions for building a chart yourself in Excel or Google Sheets. In some setups it can generate the chart directly — we’ll get to that later in the book. You go back to the person who sent it with a thoughtful three-paragraph reply. They think you’re a wizard. You are not a wizard. You are a person who learned to ask better questions.




The two-hour research panic

You’re pitching a corporate client tomorrow and you have two hours to look like you’ve done your homework. Who runs the place, what events they’ve sponsored before, what their brand actually sounds like. Twelve tabs later you’ve learned almost nothing — one outdated press release, a LinkedIn profile that hasn’t been updated since 2021, and a podcast you panic-bookmarked and will never listen to.

New version: you hand it the company name and tell it what you actually need — who runs the place, what they sell, and the two things you’re worried about not knowing. It comes back with a one-pager. You poke at it. You make it argue the other side. By 1:45 you have a notebook page of real notes, three sharp questions, and a working theory about where the conversation should go.

A note on how it knows things: Claude Code works from its training knowledge, which already covers most established companies and industries in surprising depth. When it’s connected to a search tool — a setting you can turn on once — it can also pull live information from the web, which matters a lot for anything recent (a sponsorship announced last month, a leadership change last week). The difference between “what it knows from training” and “what it can look up live” is worth understanding, and Chapter 17 covers it in plain English at a point where it’ll make more sense than it would here. For now, just know the capability is there.




The big project with no shape

There’s a conference on your calendar six weeks out. Right now it is a single line of text and a feeling of mild dread. The venue isn’t confirmed. The headcount is a guess. The keynote speaker is a maybe. You don’t know what depends on what. You don’t know what to tell your team, because you’re not sure yet what you’re asking them to do.

This is the thing Claude Code is quietly best at. Describe the conference the way you’d describe it to a friend at dinner — venue not booked, headcount approximate, keynote is a maybe — and what comes back isn’t a pep talk. It’s an actual plan, with dependencies in the right order and three questions you hadn’t thought to ask. You argue with it. You move things around. You hand the cleaned-up version to your team in a doc that took you twenty minutes instead of two days. The project starts with shape instead of dread.




The small business that eats your weekends

Maybe you run something. A studio. An agency. A consulting practice. A bakery with three employees and a website you built yourself in 2019 and have not touched since. The work of doing the work is fine — that’s the part you love. It’s everything around it that grinds you down. Proposals. Client updates. SOPs you keep meaning to write. Onboarding docs. The follow-up email after a meeting. The invoice reminder. The job description for the part-time hire you’ve been putting off for four months because writing job descriptions is the worst.

All of that — every piece of it — is the kind of work Claude Code was built to take off your plate. You give it your last three proposals and it picks up your voice from those samples. You give it the meeting notes and it produces the client update. You describe the role in two sentences and it drafts the job posting. You stop spending Sunday night on admin. You spend Sunday night on Sunday night.




The promise

By the end of this book, all of the scenes I just described will be things you know how to do. Not in theory. In your actual life, on your actual computer, with your actual messy inbox and chaotic Downloads folder and the spreadsheet that’s still sitting unopened in your email from yesterday.

You will not become a programmer. You will not need to. You’ll get good at two things: asking for what you actually want, and recognizing fast when what you got isn’t it. That’s the whole skill. Most people never learn it.

So pour the second coffee. Turn the page. Let’s get your Tuesday back.







Your First Win in 15 Minutes

Before we install anything, before we talk about terminals or config files or any of the stuff that makes your eyes glaze over, you’re going to do one real useful thing with AI. Right now. In the next fifteen minutes.

The fastest way to stop being afraid of something is to do it once. So we’re doing the thing before we prep for the thing. Setup comes in Chapter 3. Confidence comes first.


What you need

An internet connection and a browser. That’s the entire list.

Go to claude.ai and make a free account if you don’t already have one. It takes about ninety seconds. Google sign-in works. Email works. You don’t need a credit card. You don’t need to pick a plan. The free tier is plenty for what we’re doing today. If you hit a message limit and Claude asks you to wait, just wait a few minutes. That won’t happen in one email exercise.

Once you’re in, you’ll see a text box. There’s a big empty space above it, which is where the conversation will appear. There’s a send button. To send, press the arrow button on the right side of the text box. On most keyboards, Enter just makes a new line — Cmd+Return on Mac or Ctrl+Return on Windows sends it. You’ll also see a model name (something like “Claude Sonnet”) and a few small buttons for attaching files. Ignore all of that for now. There are some buttons around the edges for starting new chats or browsing old ones, but ignore those too. The text box is the whole show.

If you’ve used ChatGPT before, this looks familiar. If you haven’t, trust me: it’s just a box you type in.

Quick rule: if you wouldn’t paste it into a Google Doc with a public link, don’t paste it here. We’ll cover the details in Chapter 5 — for now, just use an email that isn’t confidential.




The email you’ve been avoiding

Now open your email. I want you to find a specific kind of message. Not the one where your house is on fire. Not a crisis. I mean the one that’s been sitting there for three days because you don’t know what to say.

You have one. I know you do. Everyone does.

It’s the one where someone asked you to do something you don’t want to do and you need to say no without being a jerk. Or you dropped the ball and now you owe an explanation — you keep drafting the apology in your head while you’re loading the dishwasher. Or a colleague is wrong and pushing back feels like starting a war you don’t have time for.

Pick one. Open it. Leave the tab up.

The reason we’re doing this particular task is that almost everybody has one of these sitting in their inbox, and almost everybody can feel the exact shape of the dread when they think about it. A win here isn’t theoretical. You’re going to close a loop that’s been bothering you for days.




Building the prompt

Go back to claude.ai. Make sure you’re logged in — you should see your name or a profile icon in the top corner. Click in the text box.

Here’s the structure you’re going to use. Don’t memorize it. You can come back to this page anytime. I’m giving you a template because templates are easier than starting at a blank box, and the blank box is usually what stops people.

The gray box below is just how this book shows text you’d type — don’t include any backticks or dashes you might see around it.

I need to reply to this email. Here's the context:

[Paste the email here]

What I want to say: [Describe in your own words what you actually want to communicate]

Tone: [e.g., professional but warm / firm but not aggressive / apologetic but not groveling]

Length: [e.g., short and to the point / thorough]

Please draft a reply.

That’s it. Five pieces: the email, your intent, the tone, the length, and the ask. Let me show you what that looks like when it’s filled in.

Say the email is from a coworker named Dana, and it reads something like this: “Hey — I know you’re swamped but we really need someone to take the lead on the Q2 onboarding revamp. You’ve got the best feel for this kind of thing and the team would love to have you drive it. Can you let me know by Friday?”

Yours might not look like Dana’s. Maybe it’s a client asking for one more round of revisions. Maybe it’s a friend-of-a-friend asking for free work. The shape is the same: someone wants something, and you need to say no without damaging the relationship.

And it’s Wednesday. And you’re already drowning. And Dana is a good person you actually like, and you might need to ask her for a favor in three months. Here’s the prompt you’d paste into claude.ai:

I need to reply to this email. Here's the context:

Hey — I know you're swamped but we really need someone to take
the lead on the Q2 onboarding revamp. You've got the best feel
for this kind of thing and the team would love to have you drive
it. Can you let me know by Friday?
— Dana

What I want to say: I can't take this on. I'm already maxed out
on the platform migration and taking on onboarding would mean
something else slips. I want to be helpful but I also don't want
to overcommit and then deliver badly. I'd be happy to review
whoever does take it on, or help scope it at the start.

Tone: Warm but firm. Dana is a friend and I want to keep the
relationship good. I don't want to sound like I'm making excuses
but I also shouldn't apologize for having limits.

Length: Short. Three or four sentences max.

Please draft a reply.

Hit send.




What comes back

Within seconds, Claude will start typing its response — you’ll see words appear as it goes. It’ll probably look a lot like this:


Hi Dana,

Thanks for thinking of me — I really do appreciate it. I have to pass on leading the onboarding revamp, though. I’m deep in the platform migration right now, and taking this on would mean something else slips, which wouldn’t be fair to either project. Happy to help scope it at kickoff or review drafts once someone else is driving, if that’s useful.

— [Your name]



Read it. Notice a few things.

It said no, and it said why. No apology spiral. The offer at the end gives you a way to be helpful without taking on the whole thing. Mostly it sounds like a real adult talking to another real adult — which is what you wanted. The thing you’ve been dreading writing for three days just showed up on your screen.

Now — this is important — that is a draft. Not a finished product. Not a decree from the oracle. Claude doesn’t know Dana. It doesn’t know whether you two text in all lowercase or whether your office is formal. It doesn’t know you have a running joke about the onboarding doc being cursed. You’re the editor here. The AI gave you a starting point you didn’t have thirty seconds ago, and now your job is to make it sound like you.

Maybe you tweak one word. Maybe you add a line about grabbing coffee next week. Maybe it’s already perfect and you copy-paste it straight into your reply. Fine. All of that is fine.




Refining it

Here’s the part that trips people up. The first thing Claude gives you is almost never the last thing you want. And that’s not a failure — that’s just how this works. You don’t throw the draft away. You tell Claude what to change.

Don’t close the chat. Don’t start over. Just type your next message into the same box.

Make it a bit shorter and less formal. Dana and I are friendly.

Send it. Watch what happens:


Hey Dana —

Appreciate you thinking of me, but I have to pass. I’m buried in the platform migration and don’t want to spread myself too thin on the onboarding revamp on top of it. Happy to help scope it at the start or review drafts if that’d be useful.

— [Your name]



Different email. Same content, looser register. The contractions and the casual opener are in there now because you told it you two are friendly and Claude loosened the collar.

Still not right? Keep going. “Drop the first line, it sounds stiff.” “Make the offer to help sound more enthusiastic.” “Replace ‘buried’ with something less dramatic.” Every message you send is a small course correction. You don’t have to get the prompt perfect the first time because you can always iterate.

That’s the whole loop. Draft, react, adjust, draft again. It takes thirty seconds per round. After two or three rounds you usually have something you can actually send.

One thing worth noticing: you never had to re-paste the original email. Claude remembers the conversation. Just don’t close the tab and start a new chat — if you do, Claude starts fresh with no memory of what came before. Anything you said earlier is still on the table. That’s why you don’t start a new chat every time you want to change something — starting over throws away the context and you’d have to rebuild it from scratch. Stay in the same conversation until you’re done with the task, then start a new one for the next task. That’s a habit worth forming early.

And if the first draft comes back completely wrong — wrong tone, wrong point, wrong everything — don’t panic and don’t start over. Just tell Claude. “This is too formal, we work at a startup.” “You missed the part about the deadline — I can’t do it by Friday regardless.” “Rewrite this as if I’m mildly annoyed but trying to hide it.” The more specific you are about what’s off, the better the next draft gets.

Sometimes Claude gets cautious and refuses, or confidently makes something up. Both are normal. Just tell it what went wrong — “that refusal is too aggressive, try again” — and it’ll adjust.




That’s the whole thing

You just used AI to do real work. Not a demo. Not a party trick. A real email you actually had to write, drafted with help, refined in a conversation, ready to send.

Notice what just happened. You didn’t learn a programming language or install anything or touch a single config file. You typed what you wanted, read what came back, and told it what to fix. That’s the entire skill. Everything in this book from here on is just variations on that pattern.

In the next chapter we’ll set up Claude Code — the terminal version — and that takes about fifteen minutes. After that, you’ll be doing exactly what you just did, except it’ll be running on your own computer, able to read your files, edit your documents, and work with things that live on your machine instead of only in a browser tab.

But first, go send that email.
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