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Introduction: Why this book exists
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If you bought this book, chances are you're in one of three situations. One: you've heard about Claude, opened the page, typed "hello," got a polite response, and walked away with the impression that this is basically Google with manners. Two: you've used it a few times, find it handy for writing emails and summarizing texts, but suspect there's something more under the hood and don't know how to get there. Three: someone at your job is using it to do in twenty minutes what used to take you three hours, and you'd like to figure out the trick before the gap becomes too obvious.

All three situations are legitimate, and this book is written for all three. What's going to change starting on the next page is that you'll stop using Claude as a search engine with a chat function and start using it for what it actually is: a working tool that can read long documents, generate downloadable files, connect to your email and calendar, maintain projects over weeks, and produce everything from a Word report to a small functional application — without you ever writing a line of code.

The audience this book targets is between thirty and seventy years old, doesn't necessarily work in tech, and is rightly suspicious of manuals that assume you already know what an API or a terminal is. None of that here. Every concept gets explained from the ground up the first time it appears, and technical terms are used only when unavoidable, always accompanied by a plain-English translation.

The book is organized in four parts. The first explains what Claude is, how the basic interface works, and which subscription plan suits you. The second covers the features most users never discover on their own: Projects, Artifacts, connectors with Gmail and Drive, memory, and deep search modes. The third walks through concrete workflows: how to write a book, how to organize your finances, how to prepare a presentation, how to automate repetitive tasks. The fourth is a gentle introduction to Claude Code, the more advanced version for anyone who wants to take the leap into more technical work, with no prior knowledge assumed.

One note before we begin. Claude moves fast. Anthropic, the company that develops it, shipped something new roughly every two weeks throughout the entire first quarter of 2026, and there's no sign of slowing down. What you're about to read is accurate as of this edition, but some specific details — prices, feature names, the location of a button in the interface — may shift. Where that's likely, the book points you to the official source for current information.

Part I

Getting started well

Chapter 1
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What Claude is (and what it isn't)
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An honest first definition

Claude is an artificial intelligence assistant developed by Anthropic, a company founded in 2021 by former OpenAI researchers. It works through conversation: you write what you need in plain language and it answers. So far, that sounds identical to ChatGPT, Gemini, or any other chatbot. The difference shows up the moment you start asking it for things that aren't just conversations.

Here's a useful analogy. If you think about calculators, every calculator adds, subtracts, multiplies, and divides. But some calculators handle integrals, others graph functions, others connect to a computer. They're all calculators. The right question isn't "is it good?" but "what do you want to use it for?" Same with Claude. It's very good at writing in clean, well-structured English; it's exceptional with long technical texts; it maintains context across extended conversations better than most of its competitors; and it has a series of specific features — Artifacts, Projects, connectors — designed so the result of a conversation isn't just text on a screen, but something you can actually use outside the chat.

What it isn't

It's not a search engine. When you ask it about something that happened yesterday, or a piece of data that changes minute by minute like a stock price, Claude doesn't query a real-time database by default. It has a web search function that can be turned on and that does pull live data when needed, but most of its knowledge comes from a training cycle that ended on a specific date (what the industry calls a "knowledge cutoff"). If you ask it something very recent without enabling search, it will tell you so.

It's not infallible. Language models make mistakes the field calls hallucinations: they invent data with the same confidence they use for correct facts. This was a major issue in 2023 and 2024, improved considerably through 2025, and as of 2026 remains a problem, though far more contained, especially when you ask for very specific things (exact book quotes, particular numbers, precise dates). Practical rule: if the answer needs to be exact and getting it wrong has high stakes, verify against the original source.

It isn't a human. Although it writes with warmth and apparent understanding, Claude has no memory between separate conversations (unless you turn on the memory feature, which we'll cover later), no emotions even though it can describe them well, and no interests of its own. This last point matters: Claude doesn't get bored, doesn't get tired, doesn't take offense, and doesn't have a bad day. You can ask it to rewrite the same thing twenty times in a row, and version twenty will be exactly as careful as version one. That's a strange and very useful property worth taking advantage of.

The four generations of Claude that matter

Anthropic names its models in families. The current family at the time of this edition is Claude 4, with three different speeds: Haiku (fastest and cheapest), Sonnet (balanced, the default model for most users), and Opus (the most powerful, designed for complex tasks). Each has a version number: as of this writing, the newest is Claude Opus 4.7.

To make this practical, think of it this way. If you ask it to fix the spelling in an email, Haiku is more than enough. If you ask it to write a five-page report, Sonnet is the right choice. If you ask it to analyze a forty-page contract and flag problematic clauses, you'll want Opus. Paid plans give you access to all three, and the interface itself suggests when to switch.

One technical property worth understanding, even if you don't use it yet: the "context." Context is the amount of text Claude can read and keep in mind during a single conversation. Sonnet 4.6 and Opus 4.7 work with a context window of up to one million "tokens" (a token is roughly three quarters of a word in English). That means you can load a complete book, sustain a multi-hour conversation, or paste in the contents of several documents at once, and all of it stays inside its "field of view" during the exchange. For older models the limit was much lower and was a serious constraint; in 2026 it has effectively stopped being one for almost any household or professional use.
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How to get in and what you'll find
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The entry points

There are three main ways to use Claude, and it's worth knowing which one suits you before you pay for anything.

The first is the website at claude.ai. You open a browser, sign up with an email, and start typing. It works on any modern computer (Mac, Windows, Linux) without installing anything. This is the recommended way to start.

The second is the desktop apps for Mac and Windows, downloadable from the same site. They do the same as the web version but run as native applications: an icon in the taskbar, faster startup, and a global keyboard shortcut to summon Claude from anywhere in the system, which is far more convenient if you use it many times a day.

The third is the mobile apps for iPhone and Android. Useful for quick questions during the day, dictating notes, or reading documents on a smaller screen. They have nearly all the features, though working with heavy files is more comfortable from a computer.

There's also a fourth entry point, called Claude Code, which is a command-line tool aimed at programmers. We're saving that one for the last part of the book, and only if you're interested. You don't need it for ninety percent of the use cases we'll cover.

First tour of the interface

When you first enter claude.ai, the screen splits into three zones. On the left, a narrow panel with your recent conversation history and access to special sections (Projects, Artifacts, Settings). In the center, the chat area: a text box at the bottom where you type, and messages appearing above once a conversation begins. On the right, a space that's normally empty and lights up when Claude generates an Artifact (a standalone piece of content like a document, spreadsheet, or small application).

Above the text box is a model selector showing which model is active. By default, paid users start on Sonnet, the recommended balance. You can switch at any time by clicking it, without losing your conversation.

Next to the text box are two buttons you'll use often. The paperclip lets you attach files: PDFs, images, spreadsheets, Word documents, plain text files, and dozens more formats. Uploading a file makes it available for that conversation: Claude can read it, quote it, extract data, or summarize it. The other button is the tools menu, which opens options like web search, code execution, and connections to external applications. We'll explore them one by one in the coming chapters.

The plans and which one suits you

Anthropic offers five service tiers. The main difference between them is how much you can use Claude before hitting a wall, and which advanced models you have access to.

The free plan is genuinely useful. It gives you access to the Sonnet model, to Artifacts, to Projects (since the February 2026 update), to a limited version of web search, and to the basic connectors. The main restriction is usage caps: roughly thirty to a hundred messages every five hours, depending on message length and overall demand. For someone who uses Claude occasionally — a few
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