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Introduction: The Time You Save Is Your Startup Capital
Picture a morning that may feel uncomfortably familiar.

A café owner unlocks his shop at seven, an hour before opening. He has one real job for 

that quiet hour: think through next month's menu. That is the work only he can do — the 

work that actually moves the business forward. Then his phone lights up. A supplier 

wants to know whether to restock coffee beans; he replies. The landlord messages about 

splitting the water and electricity bill; he spends ten minutes doing the math. An 

employee calls in sick, so he redoes the schedule. A regular asks in the group chat 

whether the oat-milk latte is on today; he answers. At noon he reconciles the books and 

finds the card processor is off from the bank by about forty dollars; he digs through 

receipts for half an hour and never finds it. In the afternoon a one-star review pops up 

and needs a response.

By the time he locks up that night and finally sits down, he adds it up. The time he 

actually spent thinking about the menu, about how to grow the place — all of it together 

— came to less than two hours. The other twelve or thirteen hours went to catching small 

things as they flew at him, one after another.

If that picture feels like your day, this book was written for you.

You are not lazy. You are almost certainly working harder than the people around you. 

The problem is not effort. The problem is that the most valuable hours of your day are 

being eaten, a bite at a time, by busywork — and busywork has a way of feeling like 

progress while quietly producing none.

Who this book is for

This book is for the person running a business mostly alone. A freelancer. A shop owner. 

A consultant. A solo e-commerce seller. Maybe you have one or two people helping you; 

maybe it is just you. You are smart and you are busy, and you may have never used an AI 

tool in your life. None of that is a problem. Everything here is explained from the 

beginning, and any technical term is defined in plain words before it is used.

What you will not find here is hype. You will find a method, and the honest cases and 

limits that go with it.

Money, time, attention — in that order

When people imagine starting or growing a business, the first thought is usually money. I 

need startup capital first. Money matters, and I will not pretend otherwise. But for 

someone working alone, money is not your scarcest resource. Not even close.

Rank the three things you actually spend, and the order becomes clear.



Money is the least scarce of the three. You can spend it and earn it back. You can borrow 

it and repay it. In a pinch, you can raise it.

Time is scarcer than money. The day that just passed is gone for good, and no one can 

hand it back to you.

But the scarcest thing of all — the one most easily stolen without your noticing — is your 

attention.

Look again at that café owner's day. He sat in his shop for more than twelve hours; the 

time was certainly spent. Yet the part of his mind meant for planning the menu and 

growing the business was never once allowed to run, clear and uninterrupted, from start 

to finish. Every message, every "you there?", shattered whatever focus he had just 

gathered. And once he climbed out of one small task, it took him several more minutes to 

climb back into the real one.

Key idea: Time without attention is the same as no time at all. Attention can't be 

bought, can't be stockpiled, and has to be rebuilt from scratch every time it's broken. 

That — not money, not even time — is the true startup capital of a one-person 

business.

So the deeper logic of this book is simple: we win back time in order to buy back 

attention. The point of stripping mechanical, repetitive chores off your plate is not to 

give you more hours to scroll your phone. It is to return your whole, unbroken attention 

to the few things only you can do — building the product, meeting customers, thinking 

about strategy. The twelve hours the café owner could reclaim are not idle hours. They 

are the capital he reinvests in the business.

That is the full weight behind the sentence this book returns to again and again: the 

time you save is your startup capital.

It is not a slogan. Over the last few years it has become a documented fact that one 

person and one computer can build a real business. Consider Justin Welsh, who built a 

solo operation with no employees, selling his own writing and a handful of courses. By 

his own publicly shared recap, he reached roughly $10 million in cumulative revenue 

over a little more than five years, at a profit margin near 90 percent. Those are his 

published figures, as of his 2024 review; the exact numbers will move, but the order of 

magnitude holds. I do not raise his case so you set a goal of $10 million by Friday. I raise 

it so you hold one idea firmly: a single person, with a laptop, really can build something 

substantial. The question this book answers is not whether you can — it is how you free 

up the time and the mind to reach for it.



How this book works: think first, then automate

The book is built in two halves, and the order is deliberate.

Part I fixes how you think. Before you touch a single tool, you will sit with four of the 

sharpest minds of our time — not the people themselves, of course, but their ways of 

reasoning, brought in and explained one at a time. You will meet Naval Ravikant, Elon 

Musk, Warren Buffett, and Charlie Munger. We will not memorize their quotes or pile up 

impressive jargon. We will do one thing: take their methods for deciding what to do and 

what to ignore, break each one down, and put it to work on your business.

Here is the route those four take you through. Naval helps you answer the first question: 

how can one person possibly build something big? The answer is a single word — 

leverage — using a small push to move a large result, and why this era in particular gives 

a solo operator a genuine shot at a small, excellent business. Musk takes the next step: 

of all the things you could do, what should you actually do, and what should you delete? 

His instinct for cutting away the useless is relentless, and it teaches a lesson most people 

resist — often the smartest move is not to do more, but to have the nerve to remove. 

Buffett helps you decide where to push and what to protect: stay out of what you don't 

understand, find the ground that is truly yours, and let time compound in your favor. 

Munger closes the loop with the last question — how do you avoid doing something 

stupid? Steering clear of one large mistake is frequently worth more than ten steps 

forward.

Part II reclaims your time, hands-on. Once those four have calibrated your 

judgment, you will open your computer and put it to work. You will learn to use an AI 

tool called Claude — software that can read, write, organize, and run tasks for you in 

plain language — to hand off the mechanical work that fills your days: copying data, 

tidying spreadsheets, drafting the same kind of email over and over. You bring the 

thinking; the tool does the moving.

Why this order? Why not skip straight to the buttons?

Because tools go out of date, and judgment does not. The AI tool I show you today 

— its name, its layout, where its buttons sit — may look different in a year, and 

something better may well appear. If this book only taught you where to click, it would 

expire almost as fast as you finished it. But knowing which work to automate and which 

work should never be done at all is a skill that stays useful for decades. So it is worth 

spending the first half of the book calibrating that judgment before you ever touch a tool.

Pitfall: If the ruler in your head is crooked — if you're pointed in the wrong direction 

— then handing you the most powerful automation on earth only means you will do 

the wrong thing at the highest possible speed, neatly, a hundred times over. That is not 

help. Get the thinking right first, then automate.



A note on a fast-moving target

AI software changes quickly, so let me be straight about what this book promises. The 

durable thing — the method, the judgment, the order of operations — is built to last. The 

specifics are not, and I will not pretend they are.

Throughout Part II, I describe what Claude can and cannot do as of early 2026, and I 

name concrete details rather than waving at them vaguely. But concrete details drift. So 

treat every specific as a snapshot, and verify Anthropic's current documentation before 

you rely on it. A few facts worth fixing in your mind now, because beginners trip over 

them constantly:

 A "scheduled task" set up with no code — Claude running something for you on a 

timer — runs on your own computer, and only fires while that computer is awake 

and the app is open. Close the lid or let it sleep, and the task is skipped. (There is a 

separate, more technical option that truly runs in the cloud with the lid closed, and 

we will distinguish the two clearly when the time comes.)

 The Gmail connector, by default, only reads and drafts your email. It does not 

send. You review the draft and send it yourself.

 Installing a plugin is not the same as connecting the tools behind it. Each service — 

your accounting software, your payment processor, and so on — still needs its own 

separate authorization.

You do not need to understand those three lines yet. Just know that this book is honest 

about the limits, and that being clear-eyed about what a tool actually does is part of using 

it well.

An invitation to begin

So here is the throughline, start to finish: four clear minds, leading you to one tireless 

pair of hands. Naval, Musk, Buffett, and Munger to calibrate your thinking — and then 

Claude to do the mechanical work your judgment has decided is worth handing off.

The goal is the same for every café owner reading this: to buy back the attention that was 

stolen from those twelve hours, and to reinvest it where only you can.

Let's begin with the first of the four — Naval, and his case for why one person, in this era, 

can build something that lasts.

Key Takeaways

 The work that actually grows your business is being eaten by busywork, a bite at a 

time — your problem is fractured attention, not a lack of effort.



 Rank your resources honestly: money is the least scarce, time is scarcer, and your 

attention is the scarcest of all. Time without attention is the same as no time.

 "The time you save is your startup capital" means you reclaim hours in order to buy 

back unbroken attention and reinvest it in the few things only you can do.

 The order is non-negotiable: think first (Part I, four great minds), then automate 

(Part II, hands-on with Claude). Automating bad judgment just does the wrong thing 

faster.

 The method here is built to last; the tool specifics are a snapshot as of early 2026, so 

verify current documentation before you rely on any detail.

Turn the page, and meet the first mind who will help you see how a single person can 

build something big.



PART I

The Mindset
A Cognitive Operating System for the One-Person Company



CHAPTER 1

Time Is Your Capital
Before you open your laptop, before you sign up for a single AI tool, sit with one 

sentence. It is the sentence this entire book keeps returning to, the one idea worth 

carrying with you even if you forget everything else:

The time you save is your startup capital.

That sounds simple. It is not. Most people who run a business alone, or with one or two 

helpers, have never actually been taught to treat their own time as money in the bank — 

money they can invest, waste, or quietly let others steal. By the end of this chapter, you 

will. And once you see your time that way, you cannot unsee it.

So let me ask you the question I would ask if we were sitting across a table. On a normal 

day, how many hours do you spend on the work that actually moves your business 

forward? Not answering messages. Not reconciling payments. Not redoing the schedule 

because someone called in sick. Not typing "Hi, are you there?" to one more customer. I 

mean the real work — the thinking, the building, the decisions that make tomorrow 

better than today. Picture a typical Tuesday and count.

If your honest answer is "two or three hours, maybe," you are in good company. That is 

the most common answer I hear. And it is the first thing this book is going to fix.

One Person and One Laptop

Let me start with a number, partly to steady your nerves and partly to widen what you 

think is possible.

There is an American solopreneur named Justin Welsh. He has no employees. He writes 

online, and he sells a few of his own courses. According to his own publicly published 

recap, he built roughly $10 million in cumulative revenue over a little more than five 

years, at a profit margin he reported as close to 90 percent. Those figures come from his 

own disclosures, and the exact numbers shift over time — but the order of magnitude is 

real, and it is recent.

I am not telling you this so you go home and vow to make $10 million. I am telling you so 

you absorb one fact and stop arguing with it:

Key idea: One person, plus one laptop, can now build a real business. Not a side 

hustle that limps along — a real one.

This is not a motivational poster. It is simply what the last few years have made possible. 

Justin Welsh is not the only example, and later in this book you will meet several more — 



indie makers who built profitable software and content businesses largely on their own. 

So the question for you is no longer whether a single person can do meaningful work at 

scale. The question is how you free up the time and the mind to reach for it.

Now let me bring this much closer to home, to someone who probably looks more like 

you than a millionaire content creator does.

I once spoke with the owner of a small coffee shop. He arrives at seven each morning, 

before the doors open, planning to use that quiet hour to think through the new seasonal 

menu. That is the work only he can do. That is the work that grows the shop.

Here is how the morning actually goes. His phone lights up: a supplier asking whether he 

needs more coffee beans. He replies. The landlord messages about splitting the utility 

bill; he spends ten minutes doing the math. An employee calls in sick, so he rebuilds the 

schedule. A regular asks in the group chat whether the oat-milk latte is on today; he 

screenshots the menu and answers. At noon he reconciles the books and finds that his 

payment terminal and his bank are off by about forty dollars — he digs through paper 

receipts for half an hour and never finds the gap. In the afternoon a delivery platform 

pings him about a bad review that needs a response.

By closing time, he sits down and tallies it up. The time he actually spent thinking about 

the new menu, about how to grow the shop? Added together, less than two hours. The 

other twelve or more were spent catching — fielding one small thing after another as 

they flew at him. He said something I have never forgotten: "I'm not running a shop. I'm 

a human forwarding machine."

Look at the contrast. Justin Welsh spends the best hours of his day on building products 

and growing an audience. The café owner spends his being chopped into fragments by a 

few dozen small tasks. Same number of hours in the day. Wildly different lives.

Does the second picture feel familiar? For most owners I talk to, it does. You are run off 

your feet from morning to night, yet the time spent creating value — when you count it 

honestly — is two or three hours. The rest gets eaten, one bite at a time.

Here is the thing. What you lack has never been effort. You are already working as hard 

as anyone could ask. What you lack is a way to win back the hours that small tasks 

devour, and then to reinvest those hours, like capital, into your business.

Money, Time, Attention — In That Order

When people imagine starting or growing a business, the first thing they reach for is 

money. "I need startup capital." Money matters; I won't pretend otherwise. But there is a 

more important correction to make about what is actually scarce in your life — and it is 

not money.



For a person working largely alone, your rarest, most expensive, most easily stolen 

resource is not money, and it is not even time on its own. It is your attention.

Rank the three and it becomes obvious.

Money is the least scarce of the three. Spend it and you can earn more. Borrow it and 

you can pay it back. In a pinch, you can raise some. Money flows.

Time is scarcer than money — by one notch. Today, once it is gone, is gone. No one can 

return it to you, at any price.

But scarcer than time, and far easier to steal without your noticing, is your attention.

Go back to that café owner's day. He physically had the time — twelve-plus hours in that 

shop. The time was not missing. What was missing was a single uninterrupted stretch in 

which his mind could do the one job it was there to do: think about the menu, think 

about growth. Every message, every "are you there?", shattered the focus he had just 

begun to gather. And once he surfaced from a small task, it took him several minutes to 

climb back into deep thought again. So remember this, because it is the hinge of the 

whole book:

Key idea: Having time but no attention is the same as having no time at all.

Attention cannot be bought. It cannot be stockpiled. The moment it is interrupted, it has 

to be rebuilt from nothing. That is the true capital of your business.

Which sharpens what this book is really about. Winning back time is not the goal. 

Winning back time is how you buy back your attention. First we lift the mechanical, 

repetitive busywork off your shoulders and recover the hours that have been chopped to 

pieces. But recovering hours is never the point. The point is to take your whole, 

undistracted attention and reinvest it where only you can spend it: on the product, on the 

customer, on the strategy.

In other words, the twelve hours the café owner wins back are not for scrolling his phone 

a little longer. They are the capital he uses to rethink his menu and grow his shop. That is 

the real weight behind the sentence we started with: the time you save is your startup 

capital.

Install the Mindset Before You Touch the Tools

This first stop in the book is about positioning and leverage — and the order matters 

enormously. Before you roll up your sleeves and start clicking buttons, two things have to 

be clear in your head. First: where exactly should you push? Second: how do you use the 

smallest possible effort to move the largest possible result? Get the position right and 



everything downstream gets easier. Get it wrong, and the harder you work, the further 

off course you drift.

So this book is built in two halves, and I want you to feel the seam between them.

First, we install the mindset. Only then do we put our hands on the tools.

Installing the mindset means borrowing the way a handful of unusually clear thinkers 

approach problems, and making their methods your own. We will not memorize their 

quotes or pile up intimidating jargon. We will do exactly one thing: take their way of 

deciding what is worth doing and what is not, break it into plain steps, and put it to 

work in your business. I call this half the thinking — the underlying judgment, the ruler 

you use to measure which task deserves your hours and which does not.

The second half is where we open the laptop. There, you will use an AI tool called Claude 

to hand off the mechanical work you do every day — copying data, cleaning up 

spreadsheets, drafting the same kinds of emails over and over — so it runs without you. I 

call this half the craft — the visible, hands-on skill and the tools that make it real.

Now the obvious question: why insist on the mindset first? Why not jump straight to the 

buttons? Wouldn't that be faster?

Here is the plain truth.

Key idea: Tools always go out of date. Thinking does not.

The AI tool I teach you here — its name, its interface, where its buttons sit — may all 

change within a year or two, and something more capable will almost certainly appear. If 

this book only taught you "click here, then click there," its shelf life would be measured 

in months. You would finish it and watch it expire. That would be doing you a disservice.

But the judgment of what should be automated and what should never be done at all 

does not expire in one year, or ten. That is why I will spend a full half of this book 

calibrating the ruler in your head before letting you near a single tool.

Think it through. Suppose the ruler in your head is crooked — your sense of direction is 

simply wrong. Now I hand you the most powerful automation tools on earth. What 

happens? You will execute, at the highest possible speed and with flawless consistency, a 

foolish task that should never have been done at all — a hundred times over. That is not 

help. That is harm, delivered efficiently.

Pitfall: Automating the wrong work doesn't fix it — it multiplies it. Speed applied to a 

bad decision just gets you to the wrong place faster. Decide whether a task should exist 

before you decide how to automate it.



So the order can never be reversed. Think first, then build. Which loops us neatly 

back to where we began: you use your mind to settle the accounts — which hours can be 

saved, which should be saved — and only then use your hands to actually save them and 

turn them into capital in your pocket.

Before we walk into the first idea, try this:

Try this prompt: Don't type this into anything yet. Just answer it on paper, for 

yourself.

List everything you did at work yesterday, in order, hour by hour.

Then mark each item with one letter:

  C = it created value only I can create (product, customers, strategy)

  M = it was mechanical and repetitive (copying, sorting, forwarding, 

reconciling)

Add up the hours marked C. That number is what this book is here to grow.

Most people are quietly shocked by how small the C column is. That shock is the whole 

reason to keep reading.

The Map of Part I: Four Minds, One Operating System

Here is the route the first half of this book follows. Think of it as a single cognitive 

operating system — a connected way of deciding — assembled from four thinkers, each 

handing you off to the next, all of them pointing toward the same destination. Walk the 

line from start to finish and your thinking comes out in order.

First stop: Naval. He helps you settle the most important question of all: you are just 

one person — so how can you possibly build something big? The answer is one word: 

leverage — using a small amount of force to move a large result. Naval describes several 

distinct kinds of leverage, and we will go through them carefully. He is the one who 

makes you believe that this era, specifically, gives a single person a real shot at building 

something small and excellent.

Second stop: Musk. Naval tells you a single person can build big. Musk helps you with 

the next step — what should I actually build, and what should I delete? He has a 

famously rigorous method for cutting away the useless parts of any process. Hold on to 

one line: very often the smartest move is not to do more, but to have the nerve to delete.

Third stop: Buffett. He helps you settle where to push, and what to protect. He talks 

about the circle of competence, about moats, about compounding — which, stripped 

down, comes to three things: don't strain in areas you don't understand, find the patch of 

ground that is genuinely yours, and then hold it steady while time does the work of a 

snowball rolling downhill.



Fourth stop: Munger. He helps you settle the last question — how do I avoid being a 

fool? The first three teach you how to do things right. Munger specializes in teaching you 

how not to do them disastrously wrong. And very often, cleanly sidestepping one big pit 

is worth far more than taking ten extra steps forward.

Once these four have calibrated your thinking, the arrow points to the far right of the 

map — toward Claude, an AI assistant.

What does that mean in practice? It means that once you have used these four rulers to 

work out what to do, what not to do, where to push, and how not to be a fool, 

everything that is left — the mechanical, the repetitive, the work that needs 

no judgment at all — gets packaged up and handed to automation. You supply 

the thinking. The tool supplies the hands.

That is the whole arc of Part I: Naval, Musk, Buffett, and Munger, walking you all the 

way to Claude — four sharp minds, plus one tireless pair of hands. The goal, underneath 

all of it, is for every overwhelmed owner out there to buy back the attention that twelve 

hours of busywork stole — because the time you save is your startup capital.

One honest caution before we go further, so no promise here misleads you. The specifics 

of any AI tool — its plans, its prices, its menus, even its name — will keep shifting. 

Throughout this book I will give you concrete, current details as of early 2026, and I will 

tell you plainly to verify them against the tool's own documentation before you rely on 

them. The method is what lasts. The tool is just today's best pair of hands.

Key Takeaways

 Rank your resources honestly: money is the least scarce, time is scarcer, and your 

attention is the scarcest of all — the one capital you cannot buy back once it's stolen.

 Having time but no attention is the same as having no time. Twelve 

interrupted hours can produce less than two protected ones.

 What you lack is not effort — you already work hard. What you lack is a system for 

winning back the hours busywork devours and reinvesting them like capital.

 Think first, then build. Automating the wrong task doesn't fix it; it multiplies it. 

Decide whether a task should exist before deciding how to automate it.

 Tools go out of date; thinking does not. A full half of this book calibrates your 

judgment before you ever touch a tool — on purpose.

 Part I is one cognitive operating system built from four minds — Naval, Musk, 

Buffett, Munger — that hand you, calibrated, to the hands of an AI assistant.

We begin with the first of those four minds — Naval — and the single idea that explains 

how one person, with very little force, can move a very large result: leverage.



CHAPTER 2

Naval — Leverage: Why One Person Can Go Big
You almost certainly know someone like this. They are roughly your age, with roughly 

your education. A few years ago, they may have been less driven than you, maybe even 

less sharp. The two of you get the same twenty-four hours every day — not a minute 

more, not a minute less. And yet here you are, working from dawn to dark for a fixed 

salary, while they somehow seem no busier than you. They take their kids to the park. 

They travel. And on the side, they quietly own a company. Maybe two. Maybe three.

How?

It is not the hours. On that front, the universe is scrupulously fair to everyone. And it is 

not simply that they are smarter or harder-working. The real difference comes down to a 

single word: leverage. When you apply your effort, you get one unit of effort out. When 

they apply the same effort, something behind them multiplies it into ten units, a 

hundred, a thousand. You are lifting a boulder with your two arms. They are moving it 

with a lever.

This idea runs through the work of Naval Ravikant. If the name is new to you, here is the 

background you need. Naval is an Indian-American entrepreneur and one of Silicon 

Valley's best-known angel investors — an angel investor is simply someone who puts 

their own money into very young companies in exchange for a slice of ownership. He co-

founded AngelList, a platform that connects startups with investors and with talent 

looking for work. He was an early backer of companies like Uber and Twitter, which is 

why the industry treats him as someone with a sharp eye. He reached a much wider 

audience a few years ago when he published a long series of posts on what was then 

Twitter, laying out how an ordinary person can build wealth through judgment rather 

than luck — a thread he later expanded across a number of widely shared podcast 

conversations.

This book will not hand you his entire philosophy. Instead, it pulls out the few pieces that 

matter most to you — the person who wants to go solo, to build a one-person business — 

and explains them slowly and concretely. Remember the line that runs through this 

whole book: the time you save is your startup capital. Why open with leverage? 

Because leverage is, at its core, a machine for amplifying your time and effort. You did 

not pick up this book to learn how to work harder. You already work hard enough. You 

picked it up to learn how to make the same unit of effort produce ten times the result. 

That is leverage.



Before the Big Numbers, Do the Small Math: 1,000 True Fans

I suspect that right now a quiet voice in your head is objecting: "Leverage, one-person 

companies — that all sounds lovely, but it is for other people. I run a small shop. I do a 

little business on the side. Where would I get that kind of capability?"

Fine. Let us set capability aside for a moment and just do some arithmetic. I will give you 

one number to take home and weigh for yourself, to see whether it is within reach.

Key idea: 1,000 × $100 = $100,000.

That equation comes from a writer named Kevin Kelly, a founding executive editor of 

Wired magazine and an elder of the early internet. In 2008 he published a now-famous 

short essay titled "1,000 True Fans." A "true fan," in his words, is not the passerby who 

taps "like" and scrolls on. A true fan is someone who will buy whatever you make. You 

write a book, they buy it. You open a course, they enroll. You build a template, they order 

it.

His math could not be simpler. You do not need a million followers. You need 1,000 

true fans. If each one brings you $100 of profit per year — and notice he said profit, 

what actually lands in your pocket, not revenue — that is only about eight or nine dollars 

a month per person. One thousand times one hundred equals one hundred 

thousand dollars a year.

Sit with that figure. One hundred thousand dollars. Is that enough for one person to live 

with dignity and treat this as a real business? Honestly — yes. And the beauty of 1,000 is 

that it is a number you can actually picture. Getting a million strangers to like you is a 

problem with no obvious first step. Serving 1,000 people well enough that they come 

back again and again is something you could start on today. Kelly added one crucial 

condition: those 1,000 people have to connect with you directly — the money has to flow 

straight to you, not through a stack of platforms each taking a cut. Years later the 

prominent venture firm Andreessen Horowitz (often written a16z) suggested that if your 

price per fan is higher, perhaps 100 true fans would be enough.

Why open with this equation? Because it is the foundation under every story in this 

chapter. The people I am about to describe — individuals who built businesses worth 

millions on their own — have, at bottom, simply taken this "1,000 × $100" equation and 

scaled it up several times over, or several dozen times over. Get the foundation solid first: 

small can survive. And small can do well.

Wealth = Judgment × Leverage: Watch the Multiply Sign

With the foundation set, we can build upward. Naval has a much-quoted formulation 

that I will compress into one plain line. Look at it carefully:



Key idea: Wealth = Judgment × Leverage.

Notice the symbol in the middle. It is not a plus sign. It is a multiply sign. This matters 

more than almost anything else in this chapter, so let it sink in.

What is the difference between a plus and a multiply? If it were a plus, weak judgment 

would not be fatal — leverage could make up the shortfall, and vice versa. One side dim, 

the other side bright; you would muddle through. But it is a multiply. And a multiply 

means that if either side is zero, the result is zero, no matter how large you make the 

other. Worse: if your judgment is wrong — a negative number — then the more leverage 

you apply, the faster and harder you fail.

Think it through. A person who has chosen the wrong direction, given a bicycle, will 

pedal the wrong way for a while and still have time to turn around. Give that same 

person a Ferrari, and they will reach the cliff edge three times faster. Leverage never 

judges good from bad. It only amplifies. Get the judgment right, and leverage magnifies 

what is right. Get it wrong, and leverage magnifies the mistake — principal and interest 

both. Naval himself has made roughly this point: leverage is an amplifier, and if your 

judgment is poor, it will faithfully amplify your errors and show them back to you. So 

never reverse the order. Train your judgment first. Then add leverage.

Now you can see why this book insists on think first, then automate. Why does its first 

half drag you through ways of thinking — through Musk, Buffett, Munger? Because all of 

that is in service of raising the "judgment" term in front of the multiply sign. If your 

judgment is not yet sound, then the sooner you pile on automation, AI, and maximum 

leverage, the more efficiently you will do the wrong thing — bigger, faster, and more 

thoroughly than ever. That is the first nail I want to drive home.

So what does the leverage side actually consist of? Naval's ideal has a wonderfully down-

to-earth name: income while you sleep. Not before you sleep — while you sleep. Your 

body is resting and your money is still working, your assets still earning on your behalf. 

He has put it sharply, and I will paraphrase: wealth is the set of things that keep earning 

for you while you sleep.

What is the central problem with a job? The moment you lie down, the income stops. 

Take leave, fall ill, try to catch your breath for two days, and the money halts 

immediately. You are trading life for money, time for wages, in one continuous handoff 

— the instant you stop handing over time, the money stops arriving. The people who can 

quietly "own an extra company" have built some kind of sleeping asset behind them. It 

might be a system that runs automatically, a piece of content that can be replayed an 

infinite number of times, or a product that closes sales without their hovering over it.



Here is a small example I have seen, and it makes the phrase concrete in an instant. I 

knew an accountant who specialized in tax filing for small businesses. Every quarter-end, 

he was buried, because every client asked him the same question: "What documents do I 

need to prepare for my taxes?" Worn down by the repetition, he sat down one day and 

turned ten years of hard-won knowledge — a thorough checklist of "documents a small-

business owner needs, common deductions, and easy mistakes to avoid" — into a solid 

template pack with a few pages of explanation. He put it online for a few dozen dollars a 

copy. Then something remarkable happened. While he slept, an online-shop owner 

across the country bought a copy in the middle of the night. While he was having dinner 

with his kids, another copy sold. He made the thing once, and it kept closing sales. As he 

put it to me, the checklist was already in his head and in his daily work — he had simply 

"taken it out and put it in a box that sells itself."

Sit with that. He took the time he used to spend answering the same question over and 

over — the time he was losing — and turned it into an asset that earns for him while he 

sleeps. What this book will walk you through, stripped to its essence, is building the first 

sleeping asset of your life.

How Big Can One Person Take This? Justin Welsh

There may still be a voice in your head: "Even if I build one, how big can it get? Pocket 

money?"

Let me bring a living, breathing person in front of you. This is the name I most want you 

to remember from this chapter: Justin Welsh. Write it down and look him up. He is 

something close to the standard-bearer for the entire idea of the one-person business.

Key idea: Justin Welsh — roughly $10M cumulative · near-zero employees · about 

89% profit margin.

Let me set the person up first. He was no born entrepreneur. He was an ordinary 

professional who had climbed to a senior executive role in the U.S. healthcare industry. 

In 2019, tired of working for others, he struck out on his own. What he set out to do was 

plainly simple: write things online, then package what he knew into courses 

and sell them.

Now brace yourself for the numbers. According to his own publicly published 

recaps — and note the framing carefully: this reflects publicly reported figures as of 

early 2026, and numbers change — in a little over five years on his own, he had 

generated roughly $10 million in cumulative revenue. Ten million dollars. And the 

profit margin? Around 89%, meaning that for every ten dollars earned, close to nine 

landed in his pocket. In the early years it reportedly ran even higher, near 99%.

And how many employees did he have under him?



Zero. Not a single full-time employee. His wife helped out, and he outsourced some 

customer support. One person, one computer, ten million dollars.

The figure is large enough to feel unreal, so let us break down what he actually sold. You 

will recognize every piece.

 The bulk was courses and templates — over six million dollars of it. He took his 

entire system for finding customers by posting content on LinkedIn and social media, 

turned it into courses, and sold them again and again. One advanced course 

reportedly brought in over a million dollars in its first six days.

 A monthly template subscription had a couple thousand paying members, 

bringing in a steady twenty-thousand-plus dollars a month. That is income-while-

you-sleep made visible.

 A free weekly email newsletter had grown past 180,000 subscribers; he made 

money by selling ad slots inside it — a couple thousand dollars per slot, two slots a 

week.

 The rest was a little consulting and a little community membership.

Look back at his playbook. Is it not the same mold as the tax accountant from a moment 

ago? Master one thing thoroughly, pack the experience into a box that sells 

itself, and let the same audience buy from you again and again. What was he 

really selling? It comes down to one sentence: "I have walked this road ahead of you 

and hit the potholes for you. Here is the map."

So what is the takeaway for you, the small-business owner? Here is the distilled version: 

pick one platform, become the person who understands its content better 

than anyone, then pack your experience into a product you can sell 

repeatedly — and one person can still run a margin near 90%. He did not get 

lucky with one viral hit. He built it the slow way, with one person plus a set of things he 

could copy, rolling it up to ten million. And not one step of it is something you could not 

begin at home today.

Three Kinds of Leverage: Labor, Capital, Product

So Justin Welsh's "box that sells itself" — which kind of leverage is it, exactly? To answer 

that, we have to take leverage apart. It is not one vague word. Naval splits it into three 

kinds. Follow along and place yourself: which kind is in your hands right now?

The first is labor leverage — using other people's time and effort. You become the 

boss and hire ten people, or a hundred, to work for you. This is the oldest kind; landlords 

and foremen used it thousands of years ago. But it has plenty of problems. You have to 

pay wages — people cost real money. You have to manage them — people get tired, get 

moody, and quit. And as numbers grow, the friction grows with them; coordinating a 

large team can drain you all by itself. For anyone who wants to go solo, this is precisely 



the kind of leverage you most want to avoid. Saddle yourself with a payroll on day one, 

and that is not entrepreneurship — that is working for your employees.

The second is capital leverage — using money to make money: other people's 

money, the bank's money, investors' money, to amplify each of your moves. This kind is 

powerful; it is what Wall Street runs on. But the catch is blunt. You either need money 

already, or you need the ability to make others willingly hand it to you, and that 

threshold shuts most ordinary people out from the start. It is not a "use it whenever you 

like" tool. You have to ask a bank to nod, ask an investor to nod.

The third — the one Naval prizes most, and the one most crucial for us — is 

product leverage. He stresses two things inside it: code and media. What makes 

these two magical? They can be copied at zero cost, an infinite number of times. 

Write a piece of software, and the effort it takes to serve one customer versus a million is 

nearly the same. Record one video, write one article, build one template, and while you 

are sound asleep someone on the other side of the planet is watching it, using it — with 

you nowhere in the room. This is what a genuine sleeping asset looks like as it grows.

Now look back at Justin Welsh. The courses, the templates, the 180,000-subscriber 

newsletter — all of it is the "media" branch of product leverage. One person rolled it up 

to ten million dollars on exactly this principle: make it once, sell it countless times.

What about the "code" branch? Here is an even more striking real case, so you know that 

writing articles is not the only road to going big. There is a Dutch indie developer named 

Pieter Levels, widely known online as levelsio. The most astonishing thing about him is 

that, essentially on his own — with at most a bit of outsourced support — he runs a string 

of products at the same time: a community that ranks cities for digital nomads, a remote-

job board, an AI tool that generates portrait photos of you, and more. By the figures he 

has publicly shared himself (again: self-reported, public, and subject to change), his 

products combined once set a record of over $400,000 in revenue in a single 

month. The AI portrait tool alone, by a snapshot he posted in early 2024, brought in 

something like ten-thousand-plus dollars of revenue in a month with profit somewhere 

around eighty thousand dollars (later higher; this is publicly reported and will move). 

More striking still, he has said he barely writes code anymore — the whole operation 

runs on AI and automation. His sites reportedly handle four billion visits a year, at a 

server cost of just a couple hundred dollars a month. Weigh that. Revenue that once 

required a team of dozens, he carries alone, on code plus the internet as his distribution 

road.

So you see: one person writes content, another writes code — and they arrive 

at the same place. That is the power of product leverage. It does not care whether you 

have many people or few. It only asks whether you have made one thing that can be 

copied an infinite number of times.



Naval repeatedly stresses one priceless feature of product leverage: it is 

permissionless — no permission required. Weigh those words. Labor leverage requires 

you to persuade others to come work for you — permission. Capital leverage requires you 

to persuade others to hand over their money — permission. But if you want to write some 

code today, post some content, or build a small system that runs on its own, no one can 

stop you. You do not have to ask anyone. Justin Welsh waited for no one's 

approval; he opened an account and started writing. Levelsio found no investor's nod, 

hired no employee — nobody approved him. He simply got to work. For an ordinary 

person hoping to turn things around, this is the fairest road there is — the one that cares 

least about where you came from.

The Fourth Leverage: AI — Available to Everyone, No Permission Required

A point has to be made here. Naval's three kinds were his summary from some years 

back. But we live in an era he had not fully spelled out at the time. So I have to add a 

fourth kind of leverage: AI.

Why call AI a leverage — and the most powerful kind that an ordinary person may ever 

get to ride? Look again at the flaws of the first three. Labor leverage means paying and 

managing people. Capital leverage means having capital and asking others to nod. 

Product leverage, for all its virtue, used to have an invisible wall across it: you had to 

be able to write code. You had to understand the technology, or the most powerful 

lever of all — code — was simply out of your reach, something you could only watch from 

the sidelines. Levelsio is impressive, sure, but most likely the voice in your head said, 

"He is a programmer. I cannot write code." Right. That was the old wall. And the very 

first thing AI does is tear that wall down for you.

Now you can get a machine to work for you without writing a line of code. You speak to it 

in plain language, and it helps you handle email, organize spreadsheets, draft copy, run a 

whole workflow end to end. Which is to say: that most valuable thing Naval called 

product leverage, which once opened its door to programmers alone, is now open to you 

— to every total beginner — all the way.

Let me show you a trend that is happening right now. Over the past couple of years, a 

wave of people have seized on exactly this opening — that AI lets one person double their 

output. One built a tool where you upload a few selfies and AI generates a set of 

professional headshots; it reportedly reached around a million dollars a year in revenue 

within its first year, with no employees, no office, and no outside funding. A developer in 

Vietnam built an AI chat client more pleasant to use than the official one and reportedly 

takes in forty-thousand-plus dollars a month, saying he works only twenty or thirty 

hours a week because he does not want the business to swallow his life. Another person 

built just two very small tools — one to help businesses collect customer testimonials, 

one that lets you have a conversation with a PDF document — and carried them, alone, 



to a combined million-plus dollars a year before hiring a first employee. Every one of 

these I will mark the same way: publicly reported, subject to change. What matters is the 

order of magnitude and the spirit of the thing.

Notice that not one of these people started with a team or with funding first. They are 

one person, one computer, the internet — plus AI as a new helper. Even Sam 

Altman, who leads OpenAI, has said roughly that he and a few other tech founders have a 

private bet going about which year will see the first "one-person billion-dollar company." 

Before AI, that was unthinkable. Now it appears genuinely on its way.

Why put that "billion dollars" in front of you? Not to make you chase a billion today. It is 

to let you see a direction clearly: the old iron law that "getting big means hiring 

lots of people" is being smashed, piece by piece, by AI. Your "team" can be a 

fleet of AI assistants that draw no wages, hold no grudges, never walk out, and run 

around the clock. And this fourth leverage fully inherits product leverage's most precious 

feature — permissionless. You can use it at home today. No certification, no 

apprenticeship, no waiting for anyone to stamp an approval. Windows like this are rare 

in history: a leverage this strong, with its threshold kicked down this low, genuinely 

available to everyone. In the end, the time it saves you — the time you would otherwise 

spend answering email after email, copying spreadsheet row after row — is the capital 

you can pour into building a sleeping asset.

So I want you to sit with two questions. Be honest with yourself.

First: the money you earn right now — which leverage is it mostly built on? 

Pure labor, your two hands and your hours? Or have you already touched the edge of 

product, the edge of AI?

Second, and this one stings more: do you have a single dollar of income while you 

sleep? Even one dollar counts. In the eight hours you lie down to rest, is there anything 

at all earning for you, working for you?

If your answer is, "No — every dollar I make depends on my being awake and present, 

watching" — do not panic. That is exactly the sign that you have come to the right place. 

This book exists to help you build, from zero, your first sleeping asset, and to put your 

first permissionless leverage to work.

Turning "Expertise × Leverage" Into One Thing You Can Do Tonight

After all these big words — leverage, productization, income while you sleep — I worry 

you'll forget them. So before this chapter closes, let me translate Naval's two most central 

ideas into two actions you can take tonight. Do not dismiss them for being simple. The 

simplest moves are often the ones that work.



Naval has a phrase: "productize yourself." It sounds abstract, but it lands in a single 

sentence you can fill in:

Try this prompt: Fill in this sentence about your own work — first by hand, then, if 

you want help refining it, paste it to your AI assistant and ask it to sharpen the 

wording.

I help ______ people solve ______ problem.

Tonight, fill that sentence in. "I help ___ people solve ___ problem." If you cannot fill it 

in, that is no shame — but it tells you something: you do not yet have a product. You have 

a set of skills lying loose, not yet packed into a box. Write this sentence clearly first, and 

the shape of the box begins to appear.

He has another phrase: "specific knowledge" — the kind of capability others cannot 

simply study their way into, the kind that grows only on you. It comes from the potholes 

you have hit, your temperament, your years of experience. It is not in any textbook. How 

do you find it? There is a humble method:

1. List three things that other people find hard but that feel like play to you.

2. For each one, write down who comes to you for it, and what they were stuck on 

before you helped.

3. Circle the one where people have already offered to pay you, or wished they could.

Those three things are usually exactly where you should be charging money — and 

exactly what your 1,000 true fans would most willingly pay for.

See the line running through all of it. From the opening "1,000 × $100" equation, to 

Justin Welsh's ten million, to these two fill-in-the-blanks — they are one continuous 

thread. First find the capability that belongs only to you (specific knowledge). Pack it into 

a box that can be copied (productize yourself). Then let leverage sell that box to a 

thousand people, ten thousand people (product leverage and AI). That is the entire secret 

of how one person grows a business. There is no second one.

Before You Press, Be Sure Where You Are Pressing

But — and here I have to hit the brakes hard — a warning.

I have been talking about leverage for a good while, and your blood is probably up. You 

may be itching to rush home, max out the AI, and automate every process you own. Slow 

down. Look once more at that multiply sign on the page. The stronger the leverage, the 

greater the price when you press in the wrong place. A lever is a wonderful thing, but 

before you pry, you have to think it through: should this boulder be moved at all? And 

where, exactly, should the fulcrum sit?



The lever in your hands is already long enough and strong enough. What decides 

whether you succeed has never been how long the bar is. It is which point you press it 

against. So who has thought hardest, and most ruthlessly, about that question — what to 

press, and what to delete? There is a man who drove the cost of a rocket from 

astronomical down to a fraction of what everyone else charged, using one plodding 

method: figuring out, first, what actually needs to be done, and what should be deleted.

Next, we bring in Elon Musk.

Key Takeaways

 Wealth = Judgment × Leverage, and the symbol is a multiply sign: if judgment 

is zero or negative, more leverage only magnifies the failure. Train judgment first, 

then add leverage.

 You do not need a million customers. 1,000 true fans at roughly $100 of profit 

each per year equals $100,000 — a number you can actually picture and start 

building toward today.

 There are four kinds of leverage: labor and capital (both require someone else's 

permission), and product (code and media) and AI (both permissionless — no 

one's approval required, infinitely copyable, earning while you sleep).

 Real one-person businesses prove the scale is real: Justin Welsh (roughly $10M 

cumulative over five-plus years, about 89% margin, near-zero staff, by his own 

published recap), and AI-era indie makers like Pieter Levels — all publicly reported 

figures, subject to change.

 The aim is a sleeping asset: make something once, sell it many times, and convert 

the time you save into your startup capital.

Before you reach for any of these levers, the harder work is deciding where to apply them 

— and for that, no one repays study like the man who rebuilt the economics of a rocket 

from the ground up.



CHAPTER 3

Musk — First Principles and the Algorithm
In the last chapter, Naval handed you a powerful way to see your own situation. Wealth, 

he argued, is not built one shovelful at a time. It is built by multiplying good judgment by 

leverage — labor, capital, products, and now AI. Two of those forms, products and code 

(and AI sits squarely in that family), are permissionless. You do not need anyone's 

approval to start using them. You can begin tonight, alone, at your kitchen table.

That is a genuine gift. But it leaves one enormous question unanswered.

Leverage tells you how hard you can push. It says nothing about what you should push 

on. And here is the uncomfortable truth about any amplifier: it does not amplify your 

effort, it amplifies your judgment. Aim it at the right thing, and it can return ten or a 

hundred times what you put in. Aim it at the wrong thing — something unnecessary, 

something that should never have existed in the first place — and the amplifier does not 

care. It will loyally, tirelessly, take your mistake and blow it up a hundredfold, then hand 

it back to you at scale. The harder you pull, the more spectacularly wrong you become.

This is the part the breathless headlines about AI never mention. The promise is always 

speed: do the same work in a tenth of the time. But speed has no opinion about whether 

the work was worth doing. If half the tasks on your plate are busywork — reports nobody 

reads, steps that exist only because they always have — then a tool that lets you do them 

ten times faster has not helped you. It has helped you produce ten times more busywork. 

You will feel busier and look more productive and end the month no further ahead. The 

amplifier did its job perfectly; you simply pointed it in the wrong direction.

So before you reach for any lever, someone needs to help you get clear on what you are 

actually trying to do. For that, this chapter calls on Elon Musk.

A note on why. We are not here for the rockets, the headlines, or the personal fortune — 

none of that is relevant to a solo operator trying to build something small and excellent. 

We are here for one thing only: the way Musk thinks through a problem. For a person 

who wants to work alone and stay lean, that thinking is worth more than anything he has 

ever built. It can help you cut a task down to the bone before you have spent a single 

minute or a single dollar on it. And every piece you cut away is time returned to you — 

which, as this book keeps insisting, is your startup capital.

First Principles: Strip It to the Bottom, Then Build Back Up

Here is a situation you have almost certainly faced. You want to do something, the cost 

looks frighteningly high, and everyone around you shrugs and says, "That's just what it 

costs. That's the industry. Nothing to be done." What is your first reaction?



Most people swallow it. That's just how it is. Everyone charges that. I'm one small 

operator — what could I possibly do about it? And down it goes.

Musk is known for a different reflex, one he calls first-principles thinking. In plain 

words, it means this: ignore what other people charge, ignore industry convention, 

ignore "the way it's always been done." Take the thing apart, layer by layer, until you hit 

the bottom — the bedrock facts that no one can argue with. Then rebuild your answer up 

from that floor, not from someone else's conclusion.

Key idea: A market price is a conclusion someone else reached for you. The 

underlying facts are the only thing that's actually true. First-principles thinking forces 

you to walk past the conclusion and go look at the facts yourself.

His most famous example is the battery. Years ago, the accepted wisdom was that battery 

packs were simply too expensive — hundreds of dollars for every kilowatt-hour of storage 

— and that this single fact made electric cars unworkable. It was treated as a law of 

nature. Musk refused to accept it. Instead of asking "what does a battery cost on the 

market?" he stepped around that question and asked a far more basic one: what are the 

raw materials inside a battery — the nickel, cobalt, aluminum, and carbon, plus the 

polymers for the separator and a metal can — actually worth, on their own, on the 

commodity market?

A quick definition, because we'll use it again. A kilowatt-hour (kWh) is just a unit of 

stored energy — think of it as the size of the "tank." Cost "per kWh" means cost per 

unit of that tank.

Musk has described this arithmetic in interviews, and the figures here are roughly as 

publicly reported, so treat them as illustrative rather than precise. At the time, a finished 

battery pack sold for something on the order of $600 per kilowatt-hour. But if you 

bought the raw ingredients individually, at spot prices on the metals exchange, and 

added them up, the total came to roughly $80 per kilowatt-hour.

Sit with those two numbers for a second. Six hundred, against eighty.

What is that enormous gap? It is not the materials — the materials are cheap. What is 

expensive is the process and supply chain for turning cheap ingredients into a finished 

pack: the convention, the steps no one had bothered to rethink, the "it's always cost this 

much." The atoms are not expensive. The process is expensive. Put differently: 

"expensive" was never a law of physics. "Expensive" was just the current way of doing 

things — and a way of doing things can be changed.

The years since have largely sided with him. Battery prices have fallen steadily; by late 

2025, public reports put average pack prices at somewhere around $100 per kilowatt-



hour. (That figure drifts every year, so if you cite it, say which year you mean.) The 

cheaper-than-everyone-assumed number he calculated by going to the bottom turned 

out to be real.

The lesson is not "Musk was a genius about batteries." The lesson is the move — and it is 

a move you can copy without an engineering degree. Everyone else in the room was 

working from the same starting point: the market price. They reasoned forward from a 

conclusion. Musk did the harder, slower thing. He refused the conclusion, climbed down 

to the level where only facts live, and reasoned back up from there. That descent is 

uncomfortable. It feels like reinventing the wheel, like wasting time on questions 

everyone already settled. But it is precisely on the questions "everyone already settled" 

that the biggest opportunities hide — because if the answer were obvious, someone 

would have grabbed it already.

You might feel batteries are a long way from your world. So here is one you touch every 

day. That $5 latte on the corner — strip it to the bottom, and the actual coffee and milk 

cost maybe a dollar. The other four dollars are rent, labor, brand, and the convention 

that "a coffee just costs this much." Once you see that breakdown, you understand that 

the expensive part was never the ingredients. It was the large stack of everything else — 

and that stack is exactly what can be recalculated and rearranged. Same blade, different 

object.

So what does this mean for you, concretely? It means that from here on — as you build, 

as you make a product, as you decide what work to give yourself — every time you hear 

"this is just how it's done," or "in our industry it's always been this way," or "the 

customer expects this," a little antenna should go up in your mind. Wait. Is that a fact, 

or just a conclusion someone reached for me? This step that looks absolutely required — 

if I strip it to the bottom, is it really required?

And one move you can make tonight: don't ask "what do my competitors charge?" Add 

up your own costs first — materials, labor, your overhead, line by line — and then decide 

your price. Do that, and congratulations: you are now thinking with Musk's brain, and it 

cost you nothing.

The Algorithm: The Work Discipline He Set for Himself

First-principles thinking is an attitude, an angle of attack. Musk's sharper contribution is 

that he turned that attitude into a concrete, repeatable sequence of steps — something 

you can actually follow. He calls it "the algorithm." Here it is in five steps, and the order 

matters enormously. Get the order wrong and the whole thing fails.

4. Make the requirements less dumb. Notice the phrasing — it is deliberately 

blunt. He does not say "meet the requirements." He says question whether each 

requirement is dumb in the first place. For every demand, every rule, ask: who 



actually asked for this, and why does it exist? He adds one warning worth tattooing 

on your forearm: the smarter and more senior the person who handed you a 

requirement, the more skeptical you should be — because people instinctively feel 

awkward challenging a clever, credentialed person, and so a pile of unnecessary 

requirements sneaks in and stays. There's a second reason this step comes first: a 

requirement that is wrong from the start poisons everything built on top of it. You 

can delete, simplify, and accelerate flawlessly, and still end up with a beautifully 

efficient machine for producing something nobody needed. For you, this sounds like: 

a customer's offhand "it'd be great if you also threw in this," or an employee's "we've 

always had to fill out this form," or your own quiet assumption that "a real business 

has to have one of these." Don't rush to comply. First weigh whether the requirement 

stands up at all — and attach a name to it. A requirement with no owner you can 

point to is usually a requirement that died long ago and never got buried.

5. Delete. Cut the parts, the steps, the stages you don't need. Musk holds a deliberately 

aggressive view here: if you never end up deleting too much — if you never have to 

add a little something back — then you simply did not delete enough. Sit with that, 

because most of us do the opposite. We keep things "just in case"; keeping feels safe. 

He says no: you should cut until it hurts a little, until you think uh-oh, maybe I went 

too far. That is the right depth. The logic is subtle but sound. If you only ever delete 

things you're 100 percent certain are useless, you will stop far short of the real waste, 

because most waste is not obviously useless — it's the plausible-sounding step, the 

"might need it someday" column, the meeting that could conceivably matter. The 

only way to reach the bone is to occasionally cut into it and add a sliver back. If you're 

not adding anything back, your knife never got deep enough.

6. Simplify or optimize. Note the order — you delete first, then optimize. Far too 

many people rush straight to optimizing: they polish a process until it gleams, 

beautiful and frictionless — and then it turns out the process should never have 

existed at all. What did all that polishing buy you? You were lovingly perfecting a 

piece of garbage; the more elegant it got, the more waste you created. So the iron rule 

is: confirm a thing deserves to stay, then make it good.

7. Accelerate. Only once the first three steps are done do you ask how to run the cycle 

faster, tighter, at a quicker beat. Again it's a question of order — acceleration always 

comes after deleting and simplifying. It never jumps the line.

8. Automate — last. Read that one more time. Automation is the fifth step, the finale, 

not the opening move.

Key idea: Make requirements less dumb  delete  simplify  accelerate  → → → →

automate. The order is the whole point. Automation is the last thing you do, never the 

first.



The Cardinal Sin: Bolting an Engine onto Stupidity

Here is the single most important sentence in this part of the book. If you forget 

everything else, hold on to this one and you've kept the core.

The most common — and most expensive — mistake people make is reversing the order: 

charging straight at automation. You see an annoying chore, and your first instinct is, 

Can I get a machine to do this automatically? Can I get AI to run it for me? It sounds 

advanced. It sounds modern. And it is exactly backward. Musk's sequence is 

unambiguous: automation comes last, and the four steps before it — question the 

requirement, delete, simplify, accelerate — may not be skipped.

Why not? Picture it. Automating a process that should not exist is like taking a mistake 

and handing it to a machine, which then repeats it at high speed, tirelessly, 24 hours a 

day, ten thousand times over. A dumb task that used to cost you once a month now costs 

you ten times a day — punctually, reliably, with great professional diligence. You have 

not saved yourself any work. You have, with your own two hands, bolted an engine onto 

stupidity and filled the tank.

Pitfall: The instinct to "just automate this annoying thing" is the trap. Automating a 

broken or pointless process doesn't fix it — it scales it. You get more of the wrong 

outcome, faster and more reliably. Always run the first four steps before you let a 

machine touch the work.

You may suspect I'm exaggerating to scare you. So let me tell you a true story, and the 

most remarkable thing about it is who fell into the trap. It was not some hapless 

beginner. It was Musk himself.

The publicly reported version runs roughly like this. Across 2017 and 2018, Tesla was 

trying to mass-produce a car called the Model 3 and sank into a mess the press came to 

call "production hell." Musk's ambition was sweeping: he wanted to build a nearly 

worker-free, robot-driven factory, with a fantastically complex, maze-like network of 

automated conveyors, replacing line workers with machines wherever he could. Sounds 

cool, sounds like the future, doesn't it? Except the wildly complicated system would not 

run smoothly. It became the biggest bottleneck itself. Output crawled, nowhere near the 

targets he'd set. The very machines meant to make the line faster were the thing slowing 

it down — each finicky robot a new point of failure, each automated handoff a new place 

for the whole line to jam. Tesla was, by some accounts, weeks from running out of cash.

How did he eventually dig out? In a deeply counterintuitive way. He did not pile on more 

machines and more technology to brute-force a fix. He did the reverse: he tore out the 

over-automated stretches, section by section, and brought living, breathing human 

workers back onto the line. Where the machines stumbled, people did the job smoothly.



And here is the one line he said publicly, verbatim, with a clear source — a tweet from 

2018:

"Yes, excessive automation at Tesla was a mistake. To be precise, my mistake. Humans 

are underrated."

Sit with that. Musk — commanding some of the best engineers on earth, more money 

than almost anyone, the strongest technology available — tried to replace people with 

automation from the start, fell flat on his face, and had to walk it back and invite the 

humans home. So consider your own position. You are one person running a small 

operation. What makes you so sure that your dash toward "fully automated" won't end 

the same way?

This story is the perfect proof of the fifth step in his own algorithm: automation must 

come last. You do not throw machines at a process that isn't even working yet. You first 

get the thing straight, get it running, confirm it truly deserves to exist — and only then 

does automation earn its turn.

The practical lesson for you: the next time the thought "could I just fully automate this?" 

pops up, picture Musk's face during the Model 3 fiasco. That process — you haven't even 

smoothed it out by hand yet. What exactly do you think you're automating? Don't rush to 

bolt an engine onto it.

Walking One Real Task Through the Five Steps

Abstract advice is cheap, so let's take a chore that nearly every reader has and walk it 

through the five steps, live: the monthly reconciliation spreadsheet.

You know the one. A reconciliation is just the routine check that two sets of records 

agree — for example, that the payments you think came in match what actually landed in 

your account. Every month-end, there it is: a sprawling Excel sheet, dozens of columns 

wide, dense enough to make your eyes cross. Countless owners and freelancers have one 

waiting for them like clockwork. Let's run Musk's algorithm over it, step by step.

9. Question the requirement. Does the customer actually look at this sheet? Be 

honest with yourself. Is a client genuinely waiting for it each month — or is it really 

just a habit you set for yourself once, years ago, that has run on autopilot for three 

years with nobody ever asking about it, chasing it, or mentioning it? If nobody reads 

it, congratulations: the task dies at step one. You don't run the other four steps at all. 

Today is its last day.

10. Delete. Suppose part of it really is wanted. Of those dozens of columns, which ones 

is anyone actually watching? Which are columns you fill in "in case someone ever 

needs it"? Cross out every column nobody has ever asked about. You may discover 

that out of thirty columns, exactly five matter.



11. Simplify. Do those five surviving columns still need to be a formal Excel file, 

formatted, laid out, exported to PDF? Or could a single sentence — a quick message 

— say it just as clearly? "Hi Sam — five transactions this month, totals match, all 

clear." Don't be surprised if the customer actually prefers the crisp version.

12. Accelerate. If it genuinely must stay a spreadsheet, can you make it generate faster 

each month — a fixed template, a steadier rhythm, less fiddling?

13. Now — only now — consider automation. Take this thing you have whittled 

down to the bone and hand it to a tool to run for you each month. See what 

happened? By the time you reach this step, what you're handing to the machine is no 

longer the thirty-column monster you started with. It's a clean, clear, genuinely-

wanted little task. That is using the amplifier on something worth amplifying.

Hold the two cases side by side. Tesla's line failed because Musk threw automation at a 

monster that wasn't working yet. Your spreadsheet succeeds because you cut it down to a 

clean little task before handing it off. One negative, one positive — and the difference is 

nothing but the order of operations.

If you'd like a thinking partner for steps one through three — the deletion work, not the 

automation — you can hand the whole problem to Claude and let it interrogate the task 

with you. The goal here is not to automate anything yet; it's to find out how much you 

can cut.

Try this prompt:

I do a task every month and I suspect a lot of it is unnecessary.

Here it is: [describe the task in plain words — what you produce,

who it's for, how long it takes].

Walk me through it using Musk's algorithm, in this exact order:

1. Question the requirement — ask me who actually asked for this

   and whether each part needs to exist at all.

2. Delete — help me identify what to cut, and push me to cut

   more than feels comfortable.

3. Simplify — show me the leanest version that still does the job.

Do NOT suggest automating anything yet. Ask me one question at a

time so I actually have to think.

Notice what this prompt does and does not do. It does not say "automate my 

reconciliation." It says "help me delete." That is the entire discipline of this chapter 

compressed into an instruction. You are using a powerful tool to subtract first, and only 

later — once the task is clean — will you ever consider asking it to run on its own.



A practical caution on what "automate it" really involves with today's tools, since this is 

exactly where beginners get a false sense of safety. As of early 2026 — and you should 

always verify Anthropic's current documentation, because these tools change fast — the 

zero-code way to make Claude run a task on a schedule (the /schedule command in 

Claude's desktop app) runs that task on your own computer. It only fires while your 

machine is awake and the desktop app is open. If the laptop is asleep, the lid is shut, or 

the computer is off, the scheduled run is simply skipped. The genuinely "runs-with-the-

lid-closed" option is more technical (Claude Code's Routines, a research-preview feature 

that needs a connected code repository). So even at step five, "automated" does not yet 

mean "runs itself in the cloud while you sleep." Plan accordingly.

Two more honest caveats belong here, because they trip up beginners constantly. First, if 

your reconciliation task needs to pull figures from a tool like QuickBooks or PayPal, 

installing the relevant plugin is not the same as connecting the tool. A plugin is just the 

menu of possible actions; each underlying service still has to be authorized separately, 

with its own login, before Claude can touch a single number. Second, if you want the 

final step to be "and email the summary to the client," know that the Gmail connector, by 

default, only reads and drafts — it writes the email and leaves it sitting in your drafts. It 

does not send. You still press send yourself. That is not a limitation to resent; it is a 

safety rail, and a welcome one. The whole point of this chapter is to keep a careless 

machine from acting on your behalf at scale. A draft you approve is exactly the right 

amount of automation for anything that leaves your business and reaches a customer.

A Five-Minute Exercise: List Three Things You Can Just Stop

Listening to me isn't enough. Now it's your turn. Get a pen and paper, and give yourself 

three minutes.

Write down three things on your plate this week that you could just stop — not 

improve, not optimize, and certainly not "automate someday." Stop. Don't do it anymore, 

starting today, and most likely nobody will even notice or come asking. It might be a 

weekly report no one reads. It might be a recurring meeting that no one attends 

anymore, for which you still dutifully send the reminder. It might be a spreadsheet you 

can't stand making yourself.

Here's the striking thing you'll notice as you write. Deleting is free. You don't have to buy 

any tool, learn any skill, or wait for anyone's approval. Right now, this instant, you can 

reclaim a real block of time.

Key idea: Subtract first, automate last. Deletion is free; automation has a cost. Every 

dead-weight task you delete returns time to you — and that deposit lands without 

costing you a cent.



That is the bridge from this part of the book to the next. Every hour you free by 

subtracting is startup capital you didn't have to pay for. Deletion is the cheapest, fastest 

leverage you will ever have, and it is available to you before you touch a single tool.

Key Takeaways

 First-principles thinking: a market price or industry norm is a conclusion 

someone else reached for you. Walk past it, go down to the bedrock facts, and rebuild 

your answer from there. The battery showed the gap between ~$600/kWh on the 

market and ~$80/kWh in raw materials (historical, roughly as reported) — the cost 

was in the process, not the atoms.

 The Algorithm, in order: make the requirements less dumb  delete  simplify → →

 accelerate  → → automate last. The sequence is the whole point.

 The cardinal sin is reversing that order — automating a process before fixing it. 

Automating a dumb process just bolts an engine onto stupidity and scales the 

mistake.

 Even Musk fell for it: Tesla's Model 3 over-automation became its own bottleneck, 

and he reversed course, bringing workers back. In his words, "excessive automation 

at Tesla was a mistake… Humans are underrated" (2018).

 Run the five steps on a real task — like the monthly reconciliation spreadsheet 

— and you'll often find the right answer is to delete or simplify, not automate. And 

remember the tool reality: a zero-code scheduled task runs on your computer and 

only while it's awake.

 Subtract first, automate last. Deletion is free and instant; automation always 

carries a cost.

You've now learned to cut your work down to only what truly deserves to exist — so the 

next question is which of those surviving few you should bet on heavily and hold for the 

long run, and for that we turn to Warren Buffett.



CHAPTER 4

Buffett — Circle of Competence, Moat, and Compounding

From "Delete" to "Defend"

In the last chapter, you did some hard work alongside Elon Musk. Using first-principles 

thinking, you crossed off the tasks that never should have existed in the first place. 

Remember the first step of his method above all the rest: make the requirements less 

dumb, and be especially wary of requirements handed to you by smart, confident people. 

If you ran your own list through that filter, it should look a lot cleaner now.

Many people sit down and immediately ask, "What should I get AI to do for me?" Musk 

would ask a colder question first: "Should this thing exist at all?" Once you've deleted 

everything that shouldn't exist, whatever survives on the page is the work actually worth 

your effort.

But a new problem arrives the moment the deleting stops. Of the tasks that remain, are 

you supposed to throw yourself into every one of them and use AI to amplify them all?

Not necessarily. This is where the third figure in our cast comes in: Warren Buffett. If 

Musk helps you decide what to do and what to delete, Buffett helps you with something 

even more consequential: where to push, and what to defend. Sit with the difference 

between those two jobs. Musk handles addition and subtraction — clearing the field. 

Buffett handles where to dig in deep — choosing your ground, claiming it, and holding it. 

One shortens your list. The other takes the now-shorter list and helps you pick the one or 

two things truly worth betting your livelihood on.

Buffett's three most valuable words, handed to you plainly, are these: circle of 

competence, moat, and compounding. Don't underestimate them. When you start 

using AI for real, you'll circle back to these three ideas again and again. Let's take them 

one at a time.

Circle of Competence: Knowing the Boundary Matters More Than the Size

Buffett has a wonderfully plain idea he calls the circle of competence. The meaning is 

this: every person has some domain they genuinely understand and can judge accurately. 

Inside that circle, one glance tells you where the traps are and where the gold is. Step 

outside it, though, and you're no better than a total amateur — arguably more dangerous 

than one, because you still feel pleased with yourself, convinced you understand.

Key idea: The size of your circle of competence doesn't matter much at all. What 

matters is knowing exactly where its boundary lies.



Read that twice. It isn't an invitation to keep expanding your circle. It's a demand that 

you honestly admit, "My expertise stops here."

You might be thinking: defending a boundary this strictly sounds timid, even like leaving 

money on the table. So let me give you a real example to weigh. In the late 1990s, at the 

absolute peak of the dot-com bubble, the whole market went wild chasing any stock with 

".com" in its name, as if not buying meant missing an entire era. (A bubble, in plain 

terms, is when prices race far above what the underlying businesses are actually worth, 

because everyone assumes someone else will pay more tomorrow.) And Buffett? He 

bought almost none of it. He said openly that he didn't understand these internet 

companies — couldn't see how they made money, couldn't see where their protection 

from competitors lay — so he'd rather stay inside his own circle.

That stance cost him real, painful-to-watch numbers. As widely reported at the time, his 

company, Berkshire Hathaway, badly trailed the broader market for those couple of 

years, and plenty of commentators publicly mocked him as out of touch, a relic who 

couldn't keep up. And then? In 2000 the bubble burst with a bang. The people chasing 

".com" were wiped out, and Buffett came through nearly untouched. The market, in 

effect, handed his discipline a prize.

Hear the lesson underneath. Defending your circle of competence gets you laughed at in 

the short run and keeps you both alive and profitable in the long run. A person who 

knows only one trade but guards it fiercely usually earns more steadily, and lasts longer, 

than the person who knows a little about everything but can't tell where their own 

boundary lies. It isn't a sexy idea. But whether a business survives often comes down to 

exactly this.

So how does a beginner actually locate "where the boundary lies"? It sounds abstract, so 

here's a sharper, simpler self-test you can run right now:

Try this self-test: Can I explain, in three sentences, to a complete outsider, exactly 

how this business makes money?

If you can explain it cleanly, you're probably inside your circle. If you stumble, talk in 

circles, and can't make it clear — leave it alone for now. The boundary of your circle of 

competence often runs right along the line of can you explain it clearly. (There's an even 

sharper tool for using this ruler that we'll get to in the next chapter, when we meet 

Charlie Munger. Keep it in mind for now.)

What This Has to Do with AI

What does any of this have to do with AI? A great deal. When AI arrives, its biggest 

temptation is that it suddenly lets you do a little bit of everything. You can't write copy — 

it writes for you. You don't know design — it generates the image. You never studied law 



— it skims the contract. You can't build a spreadsheet — it runs the numbers. Overnight, 

you seem to have become a do-it-all generalist.

But think hard about this. AI letting you do a little of everything — is that a gift falling 

from the sky, or a trap buried under your feet?

Here's my honest view: precisely because AI lets you do a little of everything, you have to 

exercise more restraint, not less. Why? Because "able to do a little of it" and "able to do it 

better than your competitors" are separated by a wide ditch. Whatever you produce 

outside your circle with AI's help, your competitors can have AI produce too, at roughly 

the same level — all of you landing at a mediocre, passable grade. Outside your circle, AI 

at best drags you from a zero to a 60 out of 100. People like that are everywhere; you can 

grab a dozen on any street corner, and no customer wants to pay you for that 60.

But inside the narrow domain you've truly mastered — where you already start at a 90 — 

AI can push you to a 95, even a 98. That, your competitors can't catch no matter how 

hard they run. This is Buffett's logic for avoiding ".com," shrunk down to your scale: 

where you don't understand and aren't skilled, don't let AI coax you into charging in.

So Buffett's first lesson, in your hands, twists down to a single sentence: don't let AI lure 

your attention out of your circle, inch by inch. What you should actually do is use AI only 

on the narrow path you genuinely understand, amplifying your strengths to the extreme 

— instead of being spun in circles, patching weaknesses you were never meant to patch 

in this lifetime. The effort you save by not chasing those weaknesses — remember the 

line we return to throughout this book — is your startup capital. Don't squander that 

capital on 60-out-of-100 work that anyone could do.

Moat: If a Competitor Used the Exact Same AI Tomorrow, Could They 

Steal Your Customers?

After the circle of competence, Buffett holds a second, even tougher word in reserve: the 

moat. A castle worth defending always has a wide, deep river around it, so attackers can't 

simply rush in. Business is exactly the same. You need to hold something that makes it 

hard for competitors to poach your customers easily.

So what is a moat? Two real examples that Buffett paid for with his own money will teach 

you more than a hundred lines of theory.

The first is See's Candies. In 1972, Buffett and Munger bought this candy company for 

roughly $25 million — an outrageous price for the time, far above what Buffett would 

normally pay. Why was he willing? Because See's had something nobody could take 

away: a brand fused with emotion. Americans buy it for the holidays, for gifts. Who, 

buying a gift, comparison-shops to save a couple of dollars? So Buffett raised prices 

almost every year afterward, and customers kept buying. The business barely needed 



fresh capital reinvested, yet it spat out cash decade after decade. Its cumulative pretax 

contribution to Berkshire, by public record, runs well over $2 billion.

Key idea: A real moat means you can raise prices year after year and customers still 

can't leave you. Pricing power is close to a money-printing machine.

I'll paraphrase a point Buffett himself has made: the single most important test of 

whether a business is good is whether it has pricing power. If you can raise prices and 

customers don't flee, you have a good business. If you have to silently pray every time 

you nudge the price up by a dime, the business itself is poor.

The second example is even more familiar: Coca-Cola. Buffett has long held a large stake, 

and what drew him wasn't some new flavor or product. It was the global brand — the 

formula, the distribution, the taste habits brewed over generations — which competitors 

find nearly impossible to replicate no matter how much money they throw at it. That's a 

wide moat. It means Coca-Cola doesn't have to fight a price war every single day.

The Moat Self-Test for the AI Era

So in the age of AI, how do you judge whether your business actually has a moat? Here is 

a simple, uncomfortable self-test you can apply to yourself today:

Try this self-test: Suppose your competitor wakes up tomorrow using the exact 

same AI, the exact same tools, the exact same model as you. Could they steal your 

customers?

Don't kid yourself. Think it through seriously and honestly.

If that feels too abstract, here's a more down-to-earth version Buffett himself often uses, 

easier to weigh: If I raise my prices by 10% tomorrow, do my customers grumble and 

pay anyway, or do they turn around and walk? If they grumble but stay and keep 

buying — congratulations, you have a moat. If a price increase sends them all fleeing — 

sorry, what you're holding isn't a moat. It's name recognition at best. Both questions, the 

AI one and the price one, ask the same underlying thing: without you, how hard is it 

for customers to find a replacement?

If the answer rising in your chest is "Yes, they'd leave in a heartbeat" — then sorry, the 

money you're earning right now doesn't rest on a moat. It rests on an information gap, 

on others not having caught up yet. Once AI spreads, that so-called river gets filled in 

instantly, and your business is running naked. Sooner or later, it gets washed away.

Don't think "the moat gets filled in" is just scare talk. This has happened to Buffett 

himself. In 1993, he paid roughly $433 million for a Maine shoe company called Dexter, 

convinced it had a durable competitive advantage. Within a few years, low-cost factories 



overseas swarmed in. Shoes turned out to be too easy to imitate and too cheap to mass-

produce abroad; domestic factories simply couldn't compete. Dexter's "moat" got filled in 

with a splash, profits shriveled fast, and eventually went to essentially zero.

Worse still — he had paid for the deal with Berkshire stock, and that stock later rose 

many times over. In other words, he traded a steadily appreciating asset for a company 

that ultimately became worthless. Buffett has said more than once that this was the 

worst deal of his life. See the lesson: even he mistook "temporarily cheap, temporarily 

ahead" for a moat. Let it be your warning bell. If what you think of as your advantage is 

only that competitors haven't caught up yet, it isn't a river at all. It's a sheet of paper that 

can be filled in at any moment.

But if your answer is "No, they couldn't steal my customers" — then push yourself one 

step further: What, exactly, makes them un-stealable even when a competitor uses the 

same AI? If you can drag that thing into the light, it is your moat.

The Three Things AI Can't Copy

Let me sort these "un-stealable things" into categories. They almost always come down 

to three.

First, industry know-how. The pits you fell into over a decade in this trade. Your gut 

sense for what this customer base actually cares about. Knowing which suppliers are 

reliable and which will burn you the moment you partner with them. AI can't be fed this. 

You bought it with real time and real, costly lessons.

Second, customer trust. Customers are loyal to you — a living, breathing person. To 

the rapport you built one honored promise at a time, the dinner you shared, the 

responsibility you shouldered on their behalf. AI can't drink that drink or carry that 

weight for you.

Third, your taste and judgment. Hand the same prompt to AI and have it spit out ten 

images or ten draft proposals. You can spot the one that's right at a glance — you know 

which line to cut and which to keep. That taste is yours alone. AI sends everyone the 

same raw material; the eye that picks the gold out of the sand is your moat.

Do you taste the lesson now? See's pricing power and Coca-Cola's brand are the moats of 

world-class companies. Scaled down to you, a small-business owner, they become these 

three: your know-how, your customers' trust, your taste. The essence is identical — all of 

it is the thing others don't have and AI can't copy. AI is a super-amplifier, but it can only 

amplify on one condition: that you have something to amplify in the first place.

The Dexter lesson cuts the other way too. The day your river can be easily filled in by a 

competitor wielding the same AI, you'd better start digging a deeper one right away. The 



more AI spreads, the more valuable this river becomes — because once everyone's tools 

are the same, the only thing left that can open up a gap is the moat.

Compounding and Long-Term Value: Choose a Narrow Business That 

Compounds — Don't Chase Fads

The third word is compounding. It's the thing Buffett has trusted most his entire life. 

What is compounding? It's interest earning interest, growth feeding on growth, time 

itself going to work for you. Its most maddening trait: agonizingly slow at the start — 

slow enough to make you doubt your life choices — then so fast at the end you can barely 

follow it.

Where does the idea of compounding land for a company of one? It lands on what kind 

of business you choose in the first place.

So here's the question. Do you choose a narrow business that compounds, or do you go 

chasing one fad after another?

What's the difference? A fad-chasing business is hot today and cold tomorrow, and every 

order starts you from zero. You can't retain customers, you can't build a reputation, you 

can't reuse experience. You spend your whole life chasing the next hot thing, worn 

ragged, with nothing real accumulating in the account. A narrow business that 

compounds runs the opposite way. Take good care of a customer today and they come 

back next year — and bring a friend. The piece you write or the work you make today is 

still quietly pulling in customers next year. The scrap of industry know-how you 

accumulate today only grows thicker and more valuable. That's compounding: 

everything you do today is secretly stockpiling capital for the you of tomorrow.

How do you tell at a glance whether something on your plate compounds? Here's 

another self-test you can use on the spot:

Try this self-test: Will the thing I'm doing today, by next year, become easier and 

more valuable precisely because I did it today?

If yes — one more loyal customer, one more piece of work still drawing leads, one more 

layer of craft — then it's compounding, and it's worth grinding on. If no — done and reset 

to zero, starting from scratch again next year — then it's just one-shot manual labor. Do 

less of it where you can.

So you see how circle of competence, moat, and compounding are tied to one rope: inside 

your circle of competence, pick a narrow business that has a moat and compounds, 

then grind on it, using AI to amplify hard along that one narrow path. That's Buffett's 

complete answer for a company of one. Don't be greedy, don't chase fads, don't patch 

weaknesses outside your circle. Take the time and effort you've saved and pour all of it, 



neatly, onto the one narrow road that compounds. This is the thing we keep coming back 

to: turn saved time into capital, then let that capital compound and grow on your behalf.

Reader Exercise: Write Down "What Is My Moat?"

Listening alone won't do it. Buffett's lesson has to land in your own hands. So take out 

pen and paper and write a single line answering one question:

"What is my moat?"

Before you write, run those two self-tests through your mind quickly. First: "If a 

competitor used the exact same AI as me tomorrow, what could they not steal?" Second: 

"If I raise prices 10% tomorrow, who grumbles but stays anyway?" Both questions point 

to the same answer — and that answer is what you write down. Is it the industry know-

how you stepped on landmines to earn over ten years? The trust a handful of die-hard 

customers place in you? That eye of yours that no one else can match, the one that picks 

out the thing that's right?

Think it through, then write it. The more specific the better. Never write something 

hollow like "I'm a professional." Write something like: "I've thoroughly mastered a 

specific pain point of a specific customer group in a specific industry — and it took me 

eight years to figure out."

Once it's written, stare at that single line. Remember: that line names the exact place you 

should now use AI to amplify to the limit. Not to patch weaknesses — to widen this moat. 

Every AI workflow you set up later should bend toward this one line.

Holding Your Ground — Without One Big Mistake Wiping It Out

Now you have a direction. You know to stay inside your circle of competence, guard your 

moat, and pick a narrow business that compounds. Sounds steady, doesn't it?

But compounding has one fatal prerequisite: it dreads going to zero. Interest can 

compound beautifully for years, but it only takes one moment — one big blunder, one 

trap that empties you out completely — and everything you painstakingly piled up is 

washed away. You start over from nothing. Don't forget Dexter. Even a man as steady as 

Buffett, with one misjudgment, paid a price large enough to startle you. So a genuinely 

smart entrepreneur needs more than the skill of doing the right things. They also need 

the skill of dodging the kind of stupidity that's fatal.

How do you make fewer foolish mistakes — especially the kind that wipes you out in a 

single stroke? That brings us to the fourth figure in our cast, Charlie Munger, who built 

an entire toolkit for wrestling with exactly that problem.



Key Takeaways

 Know your boundary, not your breadth. The size of your circle of competence 

barely matters; knowing exactly where its edge lies is what protects you. If you can't 

explain in three plain sentences how a business makes money, treat it as outside your 

circle.

 AI's "do-anything" power is a trap as much as a gift. Outside your circle, AI 

lifts you to a forgettable 60 that competitors can match. Inside it, AI takes your 90 to 

a 98 that no one can catch. Restraint is the move.

 Run the moat self-test honestly. If a competitor using the exact same AI 

tomorrow could steal your customers, you have name recognition, not a moat. The 

same test in plain numbers: could you raise prices 10% and keep them?

 The three things AI can't copy are your moat: hard-won industry know-how, 

the trust of real people, and your own taste and judgment. AI amplifies what you 

already have — it can't manufacture it.

 Remember Dexter. A "temporarily cheap, temporarily ahead" advantage isn't a 

river; it's a sheet of paper waiting to be filled in. If your moat can be filled in, start 

digging a deeper one now.

 Choose what compounds. Favor a narrow business where today's work makes 

next year easier and more valuable, and refuse the fads that reset you to zero with 

every order.

Direction without protection is fragile — so before you pour your saved time into that 

one narrow road, you need a way to keep a single avoidable blunder from wiping the 

whole thing out.



CHAPTER 5

Munger and Bezos — Invert, Avoid Stupidity, Minimize 

Regret
By now you have walked through Warren Buffett's questions: where to put your strength, 

and what to defend once you find it. You have picked the one thing inside your circle of 

competence — the work nobody can easily take from you and that grows more valuable 

the longer you do it — and you have started to dig your moat around it.

Now for some cold water. Knowing what you want to build does not mean you will 

actually build it. Here is the uncomfortable truth about small businesses: most of them 

are not killed by a competitor. They quietly kill themselves. You may not be a brilliant 

attacker, but you will absolutely step in a hole or two.

That is why the next thinker matters so much to you. Charlie Munger, Buffett's lifelong 

business partner, spent his career obsessed not with how to win but with how not to 

lose. For a one-person company, that is almost a tailor-made remedy. You have been 

working hard to save time and build up capital — but saved time and saved capital 

cannot survive a single catastrophic mistake that wipes them all out. So learning how not 

to lose matters more than learning how to win.

Invert, Always Invert

Munger had a line that has circulated for decades. Here is the gist, paraphrased: he said 

he only wanted to know where he was going to die, so that he would never go there. Sit 

with that for a second. He did not study how to live a long life. He studied where the fatal 

danger was, and then he walked around it. It sounds like a wisecrack, but it was the 

foundation of how he made decisions his whole life: first mark the dead ends, and the 

roads that remain are automatically safer.

Munger said he learned this "turn it around" habit from a German mathematician 

named Carl Gustav Jacobi. Jacobi had a maxim for cracking hard problems that 

translates roughly to: invert, always invert. He had noticed that many of the hardest 

problems are impossible to solve head-on — you can hammer at them for a lifetime and 

get nowhere — but the moment you flip them around and ask the question backward, the 

answer often springs open. Munger carried that mathematician's method out of the 

classroom and into business and life, and he repeated it so often that it became one of his 

signatures.

Key idea: Inversion means solving a problem backward. Instead of asking "How do I 

succeed?", you ask "How would I guarantee failure?" — then you simply avoid every 



item on that list.

Munger's favorite illustration of this was about happiness. If you asked him "How do I 

live a happy life?", he would wave the question off as too large and too vague to answer. 

But ask him the inverted version — "How do I guarantee a miserable, wretched life?" — 

and he would light up and rattle off a list: drink heavily, nurse envy and resentment, seek 

revenge, wallow in self-pity, stop learning, break your word, be unreliable. Then he 

would point out that if you simply dodge every item on that "how to ruin your life" list, 

one by one, what remains will probably turn out fine. Notice the move: he did not tell you 

how to succeed. He told you how to fail — and then told you to steer clear of failure. It 

looks almost too simple, but it is precisely the tool for the kind of giant, fuzzy question 

that defeats you when you attack it directly.

Why inversion is a lifeline for a one-person company

Think about scale for a moment. A company with three or five hundred people can 

absorb a blown project, a lost client, or a bill that never gets paid. It has buffers — 

departments that cover for each other, cash in reserve, slack in the system. You have 

none of that. You are the company, and the company is you. If you get sick, the business 

stops that same day. If one client sits on a large unpaid invoice, your cash flow snaps 

instantly. If you post one careless thing online and offend a loyal customer, your 

reputation can collapse in an afternoon.

Key idea: A one-person company's greatest weakness is its low tolerance for risk. So 

for you, avoiding one fatal hole is worth more than catching one extra opportunity.

An offensive mistake costs you a little — you earn less on one deal. A defensive mistake 

can cost you everything — you are out of the game, and someone has flipped over the 

table you would have used to recover. Remember this: for a one-person company, 

avoiding ruin beats attacking. The time you fought to save and the small pile of 

startup capital you scraped together can vanish entirely in a single big loss.

Here is a real-world shape of "the place where you die." Consider an outsourced design 

studio — really just one principal and one assistant. They had a single enormous client 

who ordered steadily, year-round, and accounted for roughly seventy percent of their 

revenue. Life was comfortable. The principal even turned away smaller clients, reasoning 

that the big one paid the bills just fine. Then one day an email arrived: the client had 

built its own in-house team and was ending the relationship. In one sentence, seventy 

percent of revenue went to zero overnight. Worse, after two years of serving that one 

account, the studio's other client relationships had withered, so no new orders could fill 

the gap. Three months later, the studio closed.



Run Munger's line over that story. The principal's "where will I die" was written in plain 

sight: single-client dependence. But the principal never once turned the question around 

and asked, "If my biggest client vanished tomorrow, would I still survive?" Had they 

asked that one question early, they would have kept three or four smaller clients alive on 

the side as insurance, even while serving the big one. That is what inversion buys you. 

Not a few saved hours — your whole life as a business.

Turn it into a fill-in-the-blank you can use today

You might be thinking: I understand the idea, but "invert" is abstract — what do I 

actually do with it? Let me compress it into a single sentence you can fill in right now, 

simple enough that anyone can use it.

Try this prompt: Before you commit to any big order, contract, new project, or 

money you are about to spend, finish this sentence in writing.

This decision — how is it most likely to wipe me out and put me out of 

business?

_______________________________________________________________

That is the whole exercise. If you can write down three concrete answers in one breath, 

the venture is probably safe to pursue. If you sit there and cannot produce a single 

credible one, that does not mean there are no holes — it means you cannot see the holes 

yet. And the holes you cannot see are the ones that kill you. That is how you turn 

Munger's mystical-sounding "invert, always invert" into a plain fill-in-the-blank you can 

answer with a pen.

Don't Carry Only One Hammer

Munger had another vivid line he loved: to a man with only a hammer, every problem 

looks like a nail. Who was he describing? Anyone who looks at the world through a single 

way of thinking. If you came up through finance, you reach for the calculator and run the 

numbers on every problem. If you came up through sales, you size up every situation by 

how you would close it. If you came up through engineering, you see every challenge as a 

process to optimize. Each of us clutches our favorite hammer, the one we can swing in 

our sleep. The trouble is that real business is never as simple as a single nail.

So Munger argued that you need a box of tools in your head. He called it a latticework 

of mental models — meaning you borrow the few best instruments from different 

disciplines (accounting, human psychology, probability, supply and demand) and judge a 

situation from several angles at once, instead of swinging one hammer until dark.



A mental model is just a reliable way of explaining how some part of the world works 

— a small thinking tool you can apply to a new situation. The "latticework" part means 

keeping several of them, from different fields, so they cross-check each other.

A worked example: should you take the big order?

Suppose someone comes to you with a large order at a very fat profit margin. Your 

"accounting hammer" swings immediately: Take it! That is real money on the table. But 

wait — you have only measured one dimension, the money. Did you measure the client 

as a person? Is this someone difficult — the kind who will make your next three 

months miserable with daily demanding phone calls? Did you measure reputation? To 

rush this big order, you would push all your loyal regulars to the back of the line; will 

they feel slighted and quietly never return? Did you measure compliance — the rules 

around licenses, invoices, and contracts? Does this deal cross a legal line where the fine 

later dwarfs the profit now? Did you measure cash flow? If their payment terms are 

ninety days, you have to front the materials and the labor first; where does your rent and 

your grocery money come from during those ninety days?

So a single "take it or leave it" decision hides at least five dimensions: money, the client 

as a person, reputation, compliance, and cash flow. The person with one hammer sees 

only the first, gets happy, and dives straight into the hole. A latticework simply 

means your toolbox holds several instruments — and when you decide, you force 

yourself to run down each dimension before you commit.

The three boxes: in, out, and too-hard

There is one more piece of Munger's multi-angle method that is especially down-to-

earth, and it deserves the full treatment. He used three boxes to decide whether 

something was worth touching at all. The three boxes are labeled "in," "out," and "too 

hard."

 The "in" box holds opportunities you understand and want to pursue.

 The "out" box holds things you understand perfectly well but choose to reject.

 The "too-hard" box holds everything you cannot figure out — and you do not touch 

it.

Munger said that across all the deals he and Buffett looked at over a lifetime, the 

overwhelming majority went straight into that third box: too hard, can't understand it, 

won't go near it. That discipline is enormously useful for a small owner. Here is a 

beginner's self-test you can run on the spot to sort something into a box:

Try this prompt: Ask yourself this about any business or opportunity in front of you.

Can I explain, in three plain sentences to a complete outsider, exactly 



how

this thing makes money?

Then sort by the answer:

14. You can explain it clearly, and you want in — drop it in the "in" box.

15. You can explain it clearly, but one look makes you uneasy or you simply do not want 

any part of it — drop it in the "out" box.

16. You sweat for a while and still cannot explain it; you tie yourself in knots trying — do 

not hesitate, drop it in the "too-hard" box and keep your distance.

Pitfall: Most people get ruined precisely because they refuse to put something in the 

"too-hard" box. They keep telling themselves, "If I just study it a little more, I'll get it" 

— and they pour their money and time into a thing they never actually understood. 

Admitting "this is too hard, I'm not touching it" is not embarrassing. It is a skill 

Munger spent a lifetime teaching.

A whole industry that proves one dimension isn't enough

Munger and Buffett used an entire industry to demonstrate how dangerous it is to look at 

only one dimension: the airline business. Think about it — ever since the Wright 

brothers got the first plane off the ground over a century ago, aviation has sounded 

glamorous, high-tech, and fast-growing. Yet for decades the two of them held airlines up 

as a cautionary tale. Munger has said, in substance, that if you add up the gains and 

losses of all the world's airline shareholders from the Wright brothers' first flight to 

today, the total comes out negative — a net loss. Buffett made the same point as a joke: 

he quipped that if he had been present at Kitty Hawk and been farsighted enough, he 

should have shot the plane down to spare future capitalists an enormous amount of 

trouble.

Why? Because the growth was real, but the industry has to keep spending colossal sums 

on aircraft, fuel, and staff, and no airline can build a moat that defends its profits. In the 

end they all work for the passengers, and nobody makes money.

Key idea: "The industry is sexy and growing fast" does not equal "you can make 

money here."

The next time you see a field that looks white-hot, with everyone rushing in, do not 

reflexively swing your "but it's growing!" hammer. Turn it around and ask: inside this 

industry, does anyone actually defend their profits? If the answer is no, then no matter 

how hot it looks, it is a meat grinder.



Pointing both hammers at AI

How does all of this apply to the AI tools you will pick up in the second half of this book? 

It matters enormously. You are going to lean on AI more and more — to do your work 

and to help you decide things. The dumbest mistake you can make at that moment is to 

look at AI through a single hammer — "how much work will this save me?" — and stop 

there, delighted. You also have to turn it around and ask: where is this thing going to 

burn me? Here are the three most common holes, worth writing down.

17. It can state confident nonsense. AI can describe a policy, a number, or a 

contract clause that does not exist as if it were established fact. If you believe it and 

act on it, you are the one left holding the bag.

18. It can leak your customers' data. To save effort, you might dump your client list, 

your contracts, and private information into a tool that should never have received it. 

That is a time bomb.

19. It can produce a mountain of output nobody wants. You ask it for ten social 

posts and five versions of a proposal — and none of it is what your customers actually 

want to see. You worked hard, accomplished nothing, and moved yourself to tears 

doing it.

Read forward, AI is an assistant. Inverted, AI is a source of risk. You need both hammers 

ready. When we get hands-on in the second half, you will see why: letting AI save you 

time is genuinely good, but only if you have first thought through where it will dig a hole 

for you. Then the time you save becomes real capital, not a buried mine.

Pitfall: Keep this in mind for later chapters. As of early 2026, Claude's zero-code 

scheduled tasks (set up through the /schedule command in Claude's Cowork mode) 

run on your own computer — they fire only while the machine is awake and the 

desktop app is open. If your laptop is asleep, the lid is closed, or it is shut down, the 

task is simply skipped. The truly "runs-with-the-lid-closed" cloud option is a separate, 

more technical feature called Routines in Claude Code (still a research preview that 

needs a connected code repository). Confusing the two is exactly the kind of unseen 

hole inversion is meant to catch. Always verify against Anthropic's current 

documentation.

Exercise: Write Your Own "How to Self-Destruct" List

Listening is not the same as doing, so let's run Munger's inversion once, for real, right 

now. Take out a pen and paper, or open the notes app on your phone. Give yourself 

ninety seconds.

Try this now: Answer one question, thinking like your worst enemy.



Suppose my biggest enemy is dead set on quietly destroying my shop or my

business over the next twelve months. What 3 things would they do?

Think from the enemy's side, and think as viciously as you can. Would they poach the 

one loyal customer you depend on most? Flood the internet with bad reviews to wreck 

your reputation? Bleed your cash down little by little until you can't make payroll? Keep 

you so busy with busywork that you never have time to think about anything that 

matters? Aim for the cruelest, most fatal moves. Write exactly three. No more.

Now, the magic. Flip the paper over. The three things your enemy would do are, 

inverted, the three things you must not let happen this year, no matter what. That is your 

strongest defensive strategy. Those are the three stretches of wall on your moat that most 

urgently need reinforcing tonight. This list costs you nothing, and it can steer you clear of 

the one hole that would knock you out of the game. Keep it. Tape it somewhere you see 

every day.

So far this mindset toolkit has given you four masters: Naval on the leverage that shows 

you where to apply force, Musk on deleting steps before you ever automate them, Buffett 

on guarding the moat inside your circle of competence, and now Munger on inverting 

and avoiding stupidity. But there is one piece missing. All four of these help you figure 

out how to do the thing right, now. There is a fiercer angle still — standing at the end of 

your life and looking back — and for that we turn to Jeff Bezos.

From Avoiding Holes to Avoiding Regret

Each of these four thinkers has been answering the same kind of question. Naval tells 

you where to push. Musk tells you how to take a process apart — question the 

requirement first, then delete, layer by layer. Buffett tells you where to focus — hold your 

circle of competence and let time compound. Munger tells you how to dodge dumb 

mistakes — invert, and see clearly which holes will put you out before you fall in. All four 

are working on one shared problem: how should I do the thing in front of me, correctly?

But getting the thing in front of you right is not enough for a whole life. Before "how to 

do it" sits a heavier, scarier question: should I even begin? If you cannot clear that gate, 

the four good blades above are useless — you never get to draw them. So before we close 

out the mindset half, here is a fifth thinker whose entire job is to help you loosen that 

knot.

Bezos: How the 80-Year-Old You Will Look Back on Today

Bezos has a famous practice he calls regret minimization. To understand it, go back 

to 1994. He was thirty years old, an executive at a very profitable New York hedge fund — 

D.E. Shaw — with a high income and a secure future, the kind of golden job other people 

clawed to get. And right at that moment he noticed the internet exploding. A widely 



repeated figure is that he saw web usage growing at a staggering annual rate; the number 

that has circulated publicly is on the order of 2,000 percent, and it struck him hard. An 

idea formed: sell books online. Should he throw away a golden job for an idea whose 

future he could not yet see clearly? He agonized over it.

Then he changed his vantage point. Instead of standing at age thirty and tallying the 

gains and losses, he projected himself all the way out to age eighty — imagining himself 

as a white-haired old man in a rocking chair, looking back over his whole life — and 

asked: from there, which choice would I regret less? Framed that way, the answer was 

instant. At eighty, he would not be beating his chest over having walked away from a 

high salary. But he very likely would be filled with lifelong regret if he had stumbled onto 

a real opportunity and never even tried. Once he saw that clearly, the agonizing 

dissolved, and he resigned.

A widely repeated detail is that he and his wife at the time drove across the United States 

to Seattle, and he typed out the earliest Amazon business plan from the passenger seat 

along the way. His boss at the time reportedly gave him a gentle word of caution — that it 

was a good idea, but better suited to someone who did not already have a good job.

Notice what makes this method powerful. It is not that it helps you compute the numbers 

more precisely. It is that it shows you clearly what you actually care about. Why do we 

hesitate so long before acting? Usually we are scared by the small loss right in front of us 

— losing face, giving up a month's salary, the fear that peers will snicker that we 

overreached. But measure those things against the yardstick of an eighty-year life, and 

almost all of them shrink to nothing. The thing that keeps you awake at night, that still 

stings years later, is never "I tried and it didn't work." It is "I never even tried." Failure 

has a clear endpoint. Regret does not.

Try this now: You don't have to say it out loud — just walk through it in your head.

Pull out the thing you keep thinking about but keep not starting — very

likely it is using AI to free yourself from grunt work and launch your

one-person company. Then ask: when I look back at eighty, which sits 

easier

with me — "I actually tried," or "I never dared to try"?

This is what Bezos meant by long-term thinking. It is not a slogan to hang on a wall; it is 

a way of living that pushes your gaze far enough out that you dare to act now. It sounds 

backward, doesn't it? You would expect that thinking further ahead would make you 

more cautious. The opposite is true: the longer your horizon, the more trivial today's 

small fears look, and the bolder you become in the present. Because you understand that 

the small step you take today is banking a reserve of "at least I tried" for the eighty-year-



old version of you. And every stretch of time you save is, by definition, your startup 

capital — don't let it leak away in hesitation.

The Four Gates, on One Page

That brings the mindset half to a close. Here are the four thinkers on a single page, so 

you can see at a glance how the whole line of reasoning strings together.

Thinker What they solve for you The one-line handle

Naval Where to apply force Find your leverage, 

especially the 

"permissionless" kind like 

products and AI

Musk How to take things apart Make the requirement less 

dumb and delete what's 

extra; automate dead last

Buffett Where to focus Guard your circle of 

competence, deepen your 

moat, let time compound

Munger How to avoid holes Invert — see which holes 

will knock you out, and 

walk around them

Read the four gates in a row and they collapse into a single sentence: first work out 

where to apply force, then cut the thing down to its simplest form and focus on the 

small slice you do best, while steering clear of the dumb mistakes that would put you 

out of the game. Notice what none of these four steps does — none of them teaches you 

how to use a tool. They all teach you which gates your mind must pass through before 

you touch a tool. This is worth saying plainly, because so many people do it backward: 

they grab the tool and floor the accelerator, fast and furious — and end up racing at top 

speed down a process that should never have existed in the first place. When the 

direction is wrong, the faster you run, the further you get from where you should be. 

That kind of busy is the most expensive busy there is.

What's Left Is for Automation

Remember Musk's algorithm? Make the requirement less dumb, then delete, then 

simplify, then accelerate — and automate dead last, as the fifth step. This whole first half 

of the book has been the work of those earlier steps: helping you think through, one piece 

at a time, whether a thing should be done at all, what exactly to do, where to do it, and 

which dumb mistakes to avoid. Once all of that is settled — once a task has been cut 



down until it cannot be cut further, simplified until it cannot be simplified, and is 

genuinely worth doing over and over — then, and only then, does automation finally take 

the stage.

Key idea: Never reverse the order. Think it through with your head first, then let the 

machine execute. Otherwise you are just automating a mistake — committing the same 

error faster, and in bulk.

And that is exactly where the second half's protagonist enters. From the opening pages 

the throughline has been simple: the time you save is your startup capital. But you 

cannot build that capital by gritting your teeth and working later into the night. You need 

help carrying the repetitive, mechanical work away. In the chapters ahead you will meet 

that help — Claude's toolkit — and step from the why into the how.

Key Takeaways

 Invert, always invert. Don't only ask how to succeed; ask how you would 

guarantee failure, list those ways, and avoid every one. For a one-person company, 

avoiding ruin beats attacking — one fatal hole can erase years of saved time and 

capital.

 Don't carry only one hammer. Real decisions hide several dimensions (money, 

the client as a person, reputation, compliance, cash flow). Keep a latticework of 

mental models and run a decision past each angle before you commit.

 Use the three boxes — in, out, too-hard. If you can't explain in three plain 

sentences how something makes money, put it in the too-hard box and walk away. 

Refusing to do that is how people ruin themselves.

 A hot, fast-growing industry is not the same as a profitable one. Always ask 

whether anyone in it actually defends their profits.

 Point both hammers at AI: it is an assistant and a source of risk — confident 

nonsense, data leaks, and output nobody wants are the three holes to watch.

 Minimize regret, think long-term. Project yourself to eighty and ask which 

choice you'll regret less. Failure has an endpoint; regret does not — and the longer 

your horizon, the bolder you can be today.

With the mindset settled — where to push, what to delete, what to guard, what to avoid, 

and the courage to begin — you are ready to meet the tools that will carry the mechanical 

work for you, and turn saved time into the capital your one-person company runs on.



CHAPTER 6

The Four Gates: A One-Page Operating System
You have now met four very different minds, and each one handed you a single tool for 

thinking. Before we ever touch a piece of software, it is worth stopping to see how those 

tools fit together — because they are not four separate lessons. They are four parts of one 

machine. This chapter assembles that machine on a single page, so you can carry it in 

your head and run every future decision through it.

Think of them as four gates. A decision that matters — a big new client, a new product 

line, a new automation you are tempted to build — has to pass through all four before it 

earns your time and money. Most people skip straight to the last one, which is exactly 

why most people stay busy and broke. You are going to do it in order.

The four gates, in order

Let me restate the durable idea behind each thinker in plain words, because the names 

matter less than the questions they force you to ask.

Naval Ravikant — where to apply force. Naval's contribution is the idea of 

leverage: the multiplier that lets one unit of your effort produce many units of result. He 

taught you that not all leverage is equal. Trading your hours for money is the weakest 

kind, because it caps out at the number of hours you have. The strongest kind — what he 

called "permissionless" leverage, meaning leverage you can build without anyone's 

approval — comes from products and from code, and now from AI. The first gate asks: 

Am I pushing on the lever that multiplies my effort, or am I just pushing harder with 

my bare hands?

Elon Musk — how to cut. Musk's contribution is a discipline for stripping a process 

down before you ever speed it up. His own five-step sequence is blunt: question whether 

the requirement should exist at all (most "requirements" are dumber than they look); 

delete the parts and steps you can; simplify what survives; speed up the cycle; and only 

then automate. The order is the whole point. The second gate asks: Have I deleted 

everything that doesn't need to exist before I try to make it faster?

Pitfall: The most expensive mistake in this entire book is automating a process you 

should have deleted. A bad workflow that fails three times a day will, once automated, 

fail thirty times an hour — faster, cheaper to run, and far harder to notice. Speed 

applied to the wrong thing only carries you away from the right thing more quickly.

Warren Buffett — where to focus. Buffett's contribution is the circle of competence 

and the moat. Your circle of competence is the set of things you genuinely understand — 



and the skill is not having a large circle but knowing exactly where its edge is. A moat is 

the durable advantage that keeps competitors from simply copying you and taking your 

customers. Buffett's record is built on staying inside that circle and letting good positions 

compound over time; his best buys (See's Candies, bought for roughly $25 million in 

1972 and reportedly producing well over $2 billion in pretax earnings since) came from 

inside the circle, and his worst (the Dexter Shoe purchase of $433 million in 1993, paid 

in Berkshire stock, which he has called his worst deal) came from straying outside it. The 

third gate asks: Is this inside what I actually understand, and does it build something 

that compounds?

Charlie Munger — how to avoid ruin. Munger's contribution is the habit of 

inverting. Rather than asking how to succeed, he asked how to fail — and then carefully 

avoided that. He borrowed the move from the mathematician Carl Jacobi, who noticed 

that many hard problems crack open the moment you turn them around and attack from 

the back. Munger's famous illustration was that he wanted to know where he was going 

to die so he could simply never go there. The fourth gate asks: What is the most likely 

way this wipes me out — and have I designed around it?

For a one-person business, that fourth gate is not optional. A 500-person company can 

survive a failed project, a lost client, or a bad month — it has departments to cover the 

gap and cash to absorb the blow. You don't. You are the company. One illness stops the 

whole operation; one client who pays late breaks your cash flow; one careless post can 

dent the reputation you spent years building.

Key idea: For a solopreneur, avoiding one fatal mistake is worth more than seizing 

one extra opportunity. A missed chance costs you some profit. A defensive failure can 

cost you the table you were playing at.

Putting Munger to work

Inverting sounds abstract until you reduce it to a sentence you can fill in. Before any big 

commitment — a major order, a contract, a new line of business — finish this prompt to 

yourself, on paper:

"The single most likely way this leaves me wiped out is ____."

If you can list three concrete answers without straining, you probably understand the 

risk well enough to proceed. If you sit there and cannot write down even one, that is not a 

sign there are no risks — it is a sign you cannot yet see them, and the risks you cannot see 

are the ones that finish you.

Consider a small design studio I am aware of — essentially one principal and one 

assistant — that landed a large, steady client accounting for roughly 70 percent of its 



revenue. Life was comfortable enough that the principal turned away smaller clients. 

Then a single email arrived: the client had decided to bring design in-house, and the 

relationship was over. Seventy percent of revenue went to zero overnight, the other client 

relationships had long gone cold, and the studio closed within a few months. The fatal 

weakness was written in plain sight — single-client dependence — but the principal never 

once turned the question around and asked, "If my biggest client vanished tomorrow, 

would I survive?" That one inverted question, asked early, would have been worth more 

than any amount of hustle.

The four-gates summary

Here is the whole framework on one page. Read it top to bottom and you have read the 

argument of Part I.

Thinker What it solves The one-line handle

Naval Where to apply force Find your leverage — 

especially the 

"permissionless" kind from 

products and AI

Musk How to cut Question the requirement, 

delete the excess, simplify 

what's left; automate last

Buffett Where to focus Stay inside your circle of 

competence, deepen your 

moat, let time compound

Munger How to avoid ruin Invert: see the mistakes 

that knock you out, then 

design around them

Read those four gates as one continuous sentence and you get the operating system: first 

decide where to apply force, then cut the work down to its simplest necessary form, 

focus it on the narrow slice you understand best, and steer clear of the few mistakes 

that would put you out of the game.

Notice what is missing. Not one of these gates teaches you how to use a tool. Every one of 

them is about what has to happen in your head before you touch a tool. That is the part 

nearly everyone gets backward — they grab the software first and slam the accelerator, 

moving fast and hard down a road that should never have existed.



Bezos: dare to start

There is a fifth mind worth adding, because the four gates assume you have already 

begun — and beginning is its own gate.

Jeff Bezos is associated with a method he has called regret minimization. The story is 

usually placed in 1994, when he was around thirty, holding a well-paid, secure position 

at a New York hedge fund — the kind of role most people would envy. He had noticed 

how explosively the internet was growing (a widely repeated figure puts the growth he 

saw at the staggering order of 2,000 percent a year) and had an idea: sell books online. 

Walking away from a safe, lucrative job for an uncertain idea was agonizing — until he 

changed the frame. Instead of weighing the decision from where he stood at thirty, he 

projected himself forward to age eighty, looked back across his whole life, and asked 

which choice he would regret less. Framed that way, the answer was obvious. At eighty 

he would not regret giving up a salary; he would almost certainly regret never having 

tried the thing he had seen coming.

The power of the method is not that it sharpens the math. It is that it clarifies what you 

actually care about. We hesitate because the near-term losses loom large — the lost 

month of income, the fear of looking foolish, the colleagues who might laugh. Measured 

against the length of a whole life, almost all of that shrinks to nothing. The thing that 

keeps you up years later is rarely "I tried and it didn't work." It is "I never tried at all." 

Failure has a clear end. Regret does not.

So run your own version now. Pull out the thing you keep meaning to do — quite possibly 

using AI to free yourself from busywork and finally start your one-person business — and 

ask: at eighty, which will sit easier, "I tried," or "I never dared"?

What remains — only what remains — gets automated

Now return to Musk's sequence one last time, because it is the hinge between the two 

halves of this book. Question the requirement, delete, simplify, speed up — and then, in 

fifth and final position, automate. Everything in Part I has been the work of those first 

steps: deciding whether a thing should be done at all, what exactly to do, where to do it, 

and which mistakes to avoid at all costs.

Only when a task has survived all of that — cut to the bone, simple, squarely inside your 

competence, free of the obvious traps, and genuinely worth doing again and again — 

does it become a candidate for the machine. State it plainly and let it govern the rest of 

the book:

Key idea: What remains — only what remains — gets automated.



Get the order wrong and automation does not save you; it simply lets you commit the 

same error faster and in bulk. Get it right, and every hour you reclaim is clean capital — 

the startup capital this book keeps promising you — rather than a buried problem 

waiting to detonate.

Key Takeaways

 The four gates run in order: Naval (where to apply force), Musk (how to cut), Buffett 

(where to focus), Munger (how to avoid ruin). A decision must pass all four before it 

earns your time.

 For a one-person business, avoiding one fatal mistake outweighs seizing one extra 

opportunity — you have no department to cover the gap.

 Before any big commitment, finish the sentence "The single most likely way this 

wipes me out is ___." Three clear answers means proceed; none means you can't see 

the risk yet.

 Bezos adds the gate before all the others — dare to start — by asking which choice 

the eighty-year-old you will regret less.

 Automation is the last step, never the first: what remains, and only what remains, 

gets handed to the machine.

With the thinking settled, it is time to meet the hands — the AI assistant that will do the 

mechanical work you have just learned how to define.



PART II

The Tools
Reclaim Your Time with Claude



CHAPTER 7

Meet Your Three Digital Employees
In Part I of this book, you did something most people skip. You used your head before 

you reached for a tool. Naval helped you decide what to lean on — to stop carrying 

everything with the heaviest, lowest-paid lever there is, your own two hands, and to 

reach instead for the leverage that needs no one's permission: products and AI. Musk 

gave you a way to decide what to build and what to cut: first make the requirement less 

dumb, then delete every step that shouldn't exist. Buffett showed you where to stand and 

what to guard: stay inside your circle of competence, know where its edge is, and let your 

advantages compound. Munger taught you how to make fewer foolish mistakes: invert 

the problem, and figure out first how not to wreck yourself.

That is real work, and you have already done it. So now — and only now — we can talk 

about automation.

That order is not an accident. Remember Musk's five-step algorithm? Make the 

requirement less dumb. Delete the parts and steps you don't need. Simplify and optimize 

what's left. Speed up the cycle time. And then, the fifth and final step — automate. 

Automation comes last on purpose. Musk has watched too many teams charge in with 

"let's automate this process" and end up building an expensive, complicated machine on 

top of a process that was dumb to begin with.

Picture it. A broken process that used to make three mistakes a day, automated, now 

makes thirty mistakes an hour. It runs faster, so it fails faster. That isn't help. That's 

paying good money to manufacture disaster at scale. This is exactly why the first four 

steps have to happen in your head before you touch the fifth. You have to be sure the 

thing is worth doing, sure it should be done this way, and sure you have trimmed it to the 

bone — and then you've earned the right to automate.

You've earned it. So let's hand the mechanical work to your three digital employees.

Key idea: The time you save by automating is your startup capital. Every hour you 

stop spending on reconciling accounts, stitching together a report, or remembering to 

send a reminder becomes an hour you can spend growing the business.

The three tools you'll meet in this chapter all come from one company, Anthropic, and all 

carry one name: Claude. Think of them as three employees with very different skill levels 

— one for quick answers, one to do real work, and one to run jobs on a schedule. By the 

end of the chapter you'll know which one to hire for which task, and the safety rules that 

keep all three from doing something you never asked for.



First, the Practical Stuff: Where to Log In and What It Costs

Before we meet the three tools, let's settle two down-to-earth questions, because if you 

don't know the answer to these you won't even be able to find the front door.

Where do these tools live? Open a web browser, type claude.ai, and sign up. That's 

your main entrance. The first of the three tools, Claude Chat, lives right there in that web 

page. The other two have their own homes, which we'll get to — but the durable fact to 

hold in your head is this: a claude.ai account is the starting point for everything.

What does it cost? As of early 2026, Claude comes in four tiers. Prices and plan names 

change, so treat these as current ballpark figures and confirm the latest at Anthropic's 

official pricing page before you pay.

 Free ($0). You can chat, search the web, and use a small allowance of connectors 

(we'll define "connector" in a moment). This is enough to get started with Chat today.

 Pro (about $20 per month, or roughly $17 per month if you pay 

annually). This is where most solo operators land. The two heavier tools in this 

chapter, Cowork and Code, start at Pro — the free tier does not include them. Lock 

that fact in: you cannot run Cowork on Free.

 Max (about $100 per month for roughly 5× the usage, or about $200 per 

month for roughly 20×). This is for the days you use Claude hard and keep 

hitting your usage ceiling. Step up only when you need to.

 Team (roughly $20 to $25 per person per month, with a minimum of 

around five seats). This is for when you have a team and want to manage accounts 

and permissions centrally. One caution: a standard Team seat does not necessarily 

include Cowork and Code — you may need the higher Premium seat, which costs 

more. Verify against the current plans.

Pitfall: Don't let the monthly sticker scare you, and don't mistake "Free" for the whole 

product. Two traps catch beginners here. First, people see $20 a month and balk — 

when paying annually is meaningfully cheaper. Second, subscribing through a phone's 

app store can cost a little more than subscribing on the web, so subscribe on the web 

when you can (verify the current pricing). The one line to remember: almost every 

hands-on task in this book needs at least Pro. Use Free to get Chat running and taste 

the payoff, but to make Claude actually do work for you, upgrade to Pro.

The Three Tools, from Shallow to Deep

Anthropic gives you three tools, and I'm going to introduce them in order from lightest to 

heaviest. Walk up these three steps one at a time. Do not grab the heaviest tool on day 



one — that's using a sledgehammer to crack an egg, and while you're still figuring out 

how to swing the hammer, the egg runs off.

Here is the whole map in one line, worth copying down before we go deeper:

Key idea: Chat is for asking. Cowork is for doing. Code is for scheduling work to run 

on its own.

Let's take each step in turn.

Step One: Claude Chat — Quick Answers, One at a Time

Claude Chat is that conversation box you see the moment you log in at claude.ai. It is the 

lightest, most casual of the three. At its heart it is conversational and one-off: you ask, it 

answers, and it's perfect for spur-of-the-moment work.

 What it is: a back-and-forth chat, ideal for quick, temporary tasks.

 Where to open it: in a browser at claude.ai, or in the phone and desktop apps. The 

big input box is it.

 What plan you need: Free is enough. Chat is the one tool you can use fully without 

paying a cent, so you can try it the moment you finish this chapter.

 How to use it the first time: type your question into the box and press Enter. It's 

a bit like a search engine, except it talks back and forth with you.

But if all you ever do is treat Chat like a chatbot, you're leaving most of its value on the 

table. The thing that transforms it is the connector. So let's pause and define that term in 

plain words.

Key idea: A connector is the wire that links Claude to your other software. Install 

the Gmail connector and Claude can read your email. Install the calendar connector 

and it can see your schedule and help you plan around it. Install the Google Drive 

connector and it can look through the files in your cloud storage. Without connectors, 

Claude can only talk to you. With them, it can actually reach your data.

As of early 2026 there are more than three hundred third-party connectors in the 

directory; exactly which tools are supported changes constantly, so check Anthropic's 

current list.

Here is how to wire up the connector most of us reach for first — Gmail.

20. Log in at claude.ai. In the bottom-left corner, click your name or initials, then 

Settings  Customize  Connectors→ → . (You can also click the "+" in the chat box 

and hover over Connectors to open it directly.)

21. Find Google Workspace / Gmail and click to enable it.



22. You'll be sent to Google's own authorization page — this is what's called an 

OAuth consent screen. OAuth is simply the standard, secure handshake that lets 

one app (Claude) ask another service (Google) for permission without ever seeing 

your password. The page will ask whether you allow Claude to access your Gmail. 

Confirm it's your own account, and click Allow.

23. Back in the chat box, just ask in plain English, for example: "Find me last week's 

email about the quote."

Pitfall: The consent screen says Claude "can send email" — don't panic. This is the 

moment a beginner's heart rate spikes. Google's authorization page may list a long 

string of permissions including "read and send email," and many people freeze and 

refuse to click. Here's the reassurance: by default, the Gmail connector is read and 

draft only. Claude can read your mail and write a draft reply, but the send function is 

off by default — it will never press send for you. Whether and when to send is always 

your call, made by you, inside Gmail. Two more things to remember: it only reads your 

mail when you explicitly ask, not constantly in the background; and it can only see 

what you can see when you log in yourself — no more (this is called permission 

inheritance). If a connector stops working, go back to Connectors, click Disconnect, 

and re-authorize; that usually fixes it.

Chat has two more handy features worth naming.

 Projects. A Project is a place to store your background materials and standing 

instructions, so you don't have to re-explain who you are and what style you want 

every single time. In the left sidebar, click Projects  New project→ , drag your 

reference files into the knowledge base on the right, and write your standing requests 

into Project instructions. (On Free you can create up to five Projects; Pro and 

above are unlimited — verify the current limits.) One small trap: Claude can't actually 

read a Project's name or description, so put the real instructions inside Project 

instructions, not the title.

 Artifacts. When Claude builds you a standalone little interface, a table, or a chart, it 

appears in a dedicated panel to the right of the chat. That panel is the Artifact.

Pitfall: Chat's Artifacts are static — don't expect them to update themselves. This is 

the first idea that tends to tangle in a beginner's head, so let's go slow. A Chat Artifact 

is a static interface; it is not wired to live data. When you open it, you always see how 

things looked the moment it was generated. Think of it as a photograph: whatever the 

data looked like in that one second is what it will show forever, and reopening it 

tomorrow won't make the numbers grow. If you want a one-time look at a result, a 

Chat Artifact is perfect. If you want something that's fresh every time you open it, 

that's not Chat's job — that's Cowork's Live Artifacts, which we'll compare side by side 



in a moment. For now, hold Chat's role in mind: quick questions, one-off, lightweight.

Step Two: Claude Cowork — Real Work Across Your Tools

Cowork is where Claude starts running whole business workflows. The key word here is 

agentic.

Key idea: Agentic, in plain English, means you give Claude a goal and it figures out 

the steps on its own — breaking the job into pieces, reaching for several tools in 

sequence, and carrying the whole thing through to a finished result, instead of 

answering one question at a time. You state an outcome, walk away, and come back to 

a finished product.

Here are the basics:

 What it is: an agentic assistant that completes multi-step, multi-tool work.

 Where to open it: this is important — Cowork has no web version and no phone 

version. It runs only as a desktop app for Mac and Windows. Download and install it 

from claude.com/download, open it, and click the Cowork tab in the mode switcher. 

Installation needs administrator permission, because it sets up a virtual machine 

service on your computer — more on that in a second.

 What plan you need: a paid plan (Pro, Max, Team, or Enterprise). Free does not 

include Cowork.

 How to use it the first time: open the Cowork tab, then connect a folder first — 

this step decides which files on your computer it can see — and then assign it work in 

plain English.

There's a fact here that is both important and reassuring:

Key idea: The commands and code Claude runs for you execute inside a locked, 

isolated virtual machine on your own computer. Your data stays on your machine; 

it is not sent to run on Anthropic's cloud. A "virtual machine," or sandbox, is simply a 

walled-off, locked room inside your computer. Every command Claude writes and 

every bit of code it runs happens inside that room, sealed off from your main system. It 

can only see the one folder you personally connect. Your customer list, your books, 

your other files — they sit outside the wall, and the room physically cannot reach them. 

This isn't a rule it promises to follow; it's an actual wall. (On Mac this uses Apple's 

virtualization technology; on Windows it uses Hyper-V, so Windows users have to turn 

Hyper-V on first.) Close the session, and the room is wiped clean.

Cowork's power comes from skills and plugins. Two more plain-English definitions:



Key idea: A skill is an instruction manual that teaches Claude to do one specific task 

the right way, every time. A plugin is a gift box that bundles a batch of skills together 

with the connectors they need, ready to use out of the box.

For example, the dedicated Small Business plugin contains, as of early 2026, roughly 

two dozen skills and around a dozen workflows you can summon by typing a / — 

covering finance, operations, sales, marketing, HR, and customer service. (The exact 

counts vary by version, so trust what you actually see in your installed interface.)

Here's how to install it the first time:

24. Open the Cowork desktop app and click Customize in the left sidebar.

25. Under Plugins, click + or Browse plugins.

26. Find Small Business and click Install.

27. Once installed, type a / in the input box to see every workflow the plugin offers.

Pitfall: Installing a plugin does not mean the underlying tools are connected. This is 

the single biggest misunderstanding at the Cowork level. Installing the Small Business 

plugin does not automatically wire up QuickBooks, PayPal, HubSpot, or the rest — 

each underlying tool still needs its own OAuth authorization, that same "jump to their 

website and click Allow" flow you saw with Gmail. Each connector takes roughly 30 to 

90 seconds. Installing a plugin gives you the capability; the connector gives you the 

channel. They are two separate things. The good news: Claude will usually walk you 

through connecting your first two (often QuickBooks and Gmail), then run a small 

example so you see the payoff right away. And the iron rule still holds: it can only ever 

see the data your own account could already see.

Cowork also has Live Artifacts and scheduled tasks (the /schedule command). 

These two are precisely the features most easily confused with Chat above and with Code 

below, so let's pull them out and compare them directly.

Pitfall: Two pairs of concepts look alike but are not the same. You have to keep them 

straight.

Chat's Artifacts (static) vs. Cowork's Live Artifacts (refreshing). As we said, a 

Chat Artifact is a photograph, frozen in time. Cowork's Live Artifacts are alive. In 

Anthropic's own words, a Live Artifact shows you today's data, not the data from the day 

it was built. Every time you open it, it automatically pulls the latest from the apps you've 

connected and the local files it can read. (Behind the scenes a short cache lets it appear 

quickly, then it checks for fresh data on its own; most of the time you don't have to 

refresh manually, though there's a manual refresh button at the top.) Here's the analogy: 



an Artifact is a printed report taped to your wall, while a Live Artifact is an electronic 

display wired to a live feed, refreshing itself. So if you want a daily cash, sales, or to-do 

dashboard, you want a Live Artifact, not an Artifact. Three reminders: as of early 2026, 

Live Artifacts live only on your local machine — you can't view them across devices and 

you can't share them; and when they refresh, they use your already-connected 

connectors without asking you each time, so be aware of that. Verify the current 

behavior.

Cowork doing work live vs. scheduled tasks — and where each one runs. 

When Cowork does work live, it runs inside that isolated virtual machine on your own 

computer. Its zero-code scheduled tasks — which you create by typing /schedule in the 

input box, or by clicking Scheduled  + New task→  in the left sidebar — also run on 

your own computer. This is why Anthropic states it plainly:

Key idea: Zero-code scheduled tasks run on your computer and fire only while it is 

awake and the desktop app is open. If your machine is asleep, locked, lid closed, or 

shut down at the scheduled moment, that run is skipped. When you wake the 

computer or reopen the app, it will automatically run once to catch up — but not at the 

original scheduled time.

If you want a truly hands-off scheduled job — one that keeps running with the lid closed 

or the machine off — that is Claude Code's Routines, which run in the cloud but take 

more technical setup. We'll get there in Step Three. As of early 2026, both options run at 

most about once per hour, and this area is still changing fast, so check the current limits. 

Keep this difference close: nearly every trap people hit when scheduling tasks comes 

down to forgetting where the task runs.

So Cowork's role is this: the workflows you repeat often and that touch several tools.

Step Three: Claude Code — The Technical Ceiling

Claude Code is the most capable and the most technical of the three. It takes everything 

Cowork can do and stacks several heavier tools on top.

 What it is: a hands-on AI assistant that can act, with extra technical muscle beyond 

Cowork.

 Where to open it: to dip a toe in, open claude.ai/code in a browser (no install, 

works on a phone too); for the full set of features, use the command-line version in a 

terminal; for a visual view of changes plus local scheduling, use its desktop app.

 What plan you need: a paid plan, Pro or above.

 How to use it the first time: the same way as the others — assign work in plain 

English. Which brings us to the biggest mental hurdle of all.



Pitfall: Don't let the name "Code" scare you off — "Code" does not mean you have to 

write code. This is where beginners are most tempted to slam the door shut, so let me 

be direct: you do not have to program. You still just assign work in plain English. The 

name carries "Code," but that doesn't mean you need to. It simply adds several more 

technical capabilities on top of Cowork. Here's a one-line tour of each — as a beginner, 

you only need to know these exist, not how to use them yet.

 Routines (cloud scheduling). Scheduled tasks that genuinely run on Anthropic's 

cloud, so they keep going with the lid closed and the machine off — something 

Cowork's "runs on your computer, needs it awake" scheduling cannot do. As of early 

2026 this is still a research preview with a daily run limit, and both the features and 

the caps will change, so check the latest. The trade-off: it can't read your local files, 

and it generally needs a connected GitHub code repository, which is what makes it 

technical.

 Hooks. A hook automatically triggers another action you've defined, before or after 

some event — for example, "every time a file changes, automatically run a check."

 MCP. This name sounds the most intimidating, so let me weld a plain definition in 

place: MCP is the universal plug that lets Claude connect to your tools and 

systems — one standard, shared socket. Plug something in and Claude can 

read and operate that system directly, without you copy-pasting data into the chat 

box. The connectors we discussed earlier are, in fact, specific plugs already wired up 

to this standard (the Gmail plug, the Drive plug, the Slack plug, and so on). So you 

can remember it this way: MCP is the plug standard; connectors are the individual 

sockets already wired in. Code's extra power is that you can build your own MCP 

connection to bring your own systems online.

 Claude in Chrome and computer use. Claude in Chrome is a browser 

extension that lets Claude click around web pages for you — and it supports 

Chrome and Edge only. Computer use is lower-level: it lets Claude click around 

your desktop applications, moving the mouse and keyboard like a real person. As of 

early 2026, both are still in beta, both require authorization, and both will pause and 

ask you when they hit a login page or a high-risk action.

How do you get past the fear of the name? Remember: you still assign work in plain 

English. "Code" describes its skills, not a barrier for you. This step is the ceiling, built for 

work that needs scheduling, runs unattended, spans systems, and gets technical.

One Person, One Day: How the Three Split the Work

If the three steps still feel a bit abstract, let's drop them onto one real person and they'll 

snap into focus. Imagine a solo maker who sells handmade jewelry online — call her 

Lena. Her single day divides neatly among the three tools.



 In the morning, she wants to write product copy for a new batch of earrings, and 

while she's at it she asks, "Which day on my calendar this week is free for a photo 

shoot?" That's a quick, one-off question — Chat. Chat reads her calendar on the spot, 

hands her a copy draft, she tweaks two words, and she's done.

 Every Monday, she needs to pull this week's customer inquiries from her inbox, 

her Square income, and her pending-shipment list, and stitch them into a one-page 

"business this week" dashboard. That's a repeated, multi-tool workflow — Cowork. 

And she builds that dashboard as a Live Artifact, so every Monday morning she 

opens it and it's already showing the latest data, no re-stitching required.

 Her biggest headache is this: "Three weeks after a customer buys, I should send a 

restock reminder — that's when repeat purchases peak — but the moment I get busy, 

I forget." That's a job that needs to run on a schedule, unattended, and read her local 

customer spreadsheet — Code. She sets up a scheduled task to remember for her and 

draft the reminder right on time.

One person, one day. Chat handles the quick questions, Cowork handles the dashboard 

she rebuilds again and again, and Code handles the timed task she always forgets. The 

three tools aren't three rivals forcing you to pick one. They're three helpers, each 

minding its own patch. And every hour Lena gets back from reconciling, stitching 

reports, and remembering reminders becomes an hour she can spend deciding what to 

design next and how to grow the shop. That, again, is the throughline: the time you save 

is your startup capital.

Three Sentences to Remember for Life

With this many features, how do you actually choose? Don't memorize specs. Three plain 

sentences are all you need.

One: for quick, one-off questions — use Chat. A thing to look up, a draft to start, 

an idea to bounce around: open the box, type, leave. Don't reach for heavy weapons.

Two: for workflows you repeat often that touch several tools — use Cowork. 

If every week you pull data from your inbox, your calendar, and a few spreadsheets and 

stitch it into a report, that "repeated, cross-tool" work is Cowork's home turf.

Three: for work that's scheduled, unattended, cross-system, and more 

technical — use Code. If it has to run in the background while you sleep, read files on 

your local hard drive, or connect to a system you've built yourself, step up to Code.

Copy those three sentences into a notebook now. For most of the work in this book, the 

first two steps are all you'll need. Code is the ceiling I'm leaving for you — when you 

genuinely hit that need someday, reach up for it then. There's no rush. Taste the payoff of 

saving time first, instead of letting the tools scare you off. Every minute you save is your 

startup capital.



RPA Does the Hands, AI Does the Brain

Here's a concept that will come up again and again, so let's set it down firmly. You may 

have heard of RPA — robotic process automation. What's RPA good at? It does the 

hands: the mechanical execution. Tell it where to click, what to type, what to do at step 

three, and it follows the instructions flawlessly, tirelessly, without complaint at three in 

the morning. But RPA has an old flaw: it has no brain. Change the process even slightly, 

or throw it a situation it hasn't seen, and it freezes or makes a mistake — and then keeps 

making that same mistake, wearing a look that says, "I did exactly what you told me."

So what does AI do? AI does the brain: the judgment. Should this email get a reply? Is 

this customer a priority? How should this particular exception be handled? For a long 

time these two were divorced — the one with judgment couldn't act, the one that could 

act had no judgment, and a wall stood between them. The real significance of the three 

tools in this chapter is that they tear down that wall and, for the first time, make it 

possible for AI to direct RPA. The brain up top makes the calls; the hands down below 

carry them out. Just how much power that combination unleashes is something we'll 

unpack in a later chapter. For now, carve this one line into memory: RPA is the hands, AI 

is the brain, and the three tools let the brain direct the hands.

Safety Boundaries: Inverting the Problem, with Munger

Finally, two minutes on safety — and this is where we circle straight back to Munger. 

Invert, always invert. Ask first, "How could I wreck myself?" Munger loved to quote the 

mathematician Jacobi on exactly this: many hard problems that won't yield head-on 

become clear the moment you turn them around. So turn this one around. If you're going 

to hand your tools to an assistant that runs on its own, what should worry you most? The 

thing that should worry you most is that it does something for you that you never wanted 

done.

Hence three iron rules. Each comes with one action you can take right away.

Iron Rule One: Set permissions once, at the moment you create the task. This 

is a thoughtful and crucial part of Claude's design: when you build a scheduled task, you 

nail down its permissions then and there — "may read email, may not send email," for 

instance. Once set, the task won't keep nagging you with prompts every time it runs, but 

it also won't ever cross the line you drew. This is Munger's inversion made concrete: 

think through the worst case in advance, build the fence sturdy in advance, and things 

don't spin out of control.

Here's how to set permissions once so the task stops asking later:

28. Create the scheduled task — its name, what it does, when it runs, and which folder it 

uses.



29. Before letting it run on its own, manually click Run now once.

30. Watch the permission prompts it pops up, and for each tool this task genuinely 

needs, choose Always allow.

31. From then on, when the task runs on schedule, it automatically clears those same 

tools and stops prompting. (Button labels may differ; check the current interface.)

Pitfall: Don't "Always allow" everything up front. The way this most often goes wrong 

is reaching for convenience and granting "Always allow" to everything — even your 

entire hard drive. Invert it: you'd be issuing a permanent all-access pass. Clear only the 

tools and folders this one task genuinely needs for this one job, and not an inch more. 

There's a flip-side lesson too: if a task is in "ask me" mode and partway through needs 

a tool you never authorized, it will stall, waiting for your nod, and the session just 

hangs there — so that scheduled job you set for the middle of the night quietly 

"freezes." That's exactly why you prime the common tools first with Run now.

Iron Rule Two: Keep a human in the loop for anything outbound. Anything 

that goes out and affects someone else — sending an email, sending a message, paying 

money, signing something — never let it run fully automated all the way to the end. 

Leave one checkpoint where you nod and confirm. Let the machine do 99% of it; you 

press the final "send" yourself.

You can write this checkpoint straight into the instructions you give Claude.

Try this prompt:

You can read my email, organize it, and draft replies for me, but

any email, message, or payment that would go out must stop first

and show it to me, and only send after I've confirmed.

Pitfall: Don't mistake the "isolated virtual machine" for absolute safety. Earlier we 

described Cowork's locked room, and a lot of people relax the moment they hear it. Be 

careful — that isolation protects your system from being damaged; it does not protect 

against "you authorized it to send the wrong email." System safety and action 

judgment are two different things. The judgment calls — sending things out, paying 

things out — always have to come from you, the human. So remember the line: let AI 

read, organize, and draft on its own as much as it likes; but anything that goes out or 

pays out keeps a manual confirmation in the loop.

Iron Rule Three: When the data is sensitive, think before you connect. If what 

you're about to bring in is your customer list, your financial books, or your contracts, ask 

yourself one question first: am I comfortable with this data sitting here and moving this 



way? If yes, connect it. If you hesitate, don't connect yet — get clear first. There's a useful 

tell for choosing where work runs: zero-code scheduled tasks mostly run in that isolated 

virtual machine on your own computer (local), and only the more technical, pure-cloud 

scheduling (Code's Routines) runs on Anthropic's cloud. The more sensitive the job, the 

more you lean toward "local plus human review."

Hold all three rules and you can finally let the tools run for you with confidence — and 

only then is the time you save clean startup capital, not trouble with a buried fuse.

Key Takeaways

 Automation is step five, not step one. You earn the right to automate only after 

you've made the requirement less dumb, deleted what's unneeded, simplified, and 

sped it up. Automate a broken process and you just fail faster.

 Chat asks, Cowork does, Code schedules. Chat is one-off and free; Cowork is 

agentic, runs in an isolated sandbox on your own computer, and refreshes Live 

Artifacts on open; Code is the technical ceiling with cloud Routines, Hooks, MCP, 

and browser/computer use.

 A connector is the wire to your tools; MCP is the universal plug behind it. 

Installing a plugin gives you capability, but each underlying tool still needs its own 

OAuth authorization — the plugin alone connects nothing.

 Know where a task runs. Zero-code scheduled tasks run on your computer and 

fire only while it's awake and the app is open; truly hands-off scheduling means 

Code's cloud Routines.

 RPA is the hands, AI is the brain — and these tools finally let the brain direct the 

hands.

 Three safety rules: set permissions once at creation, keep a human in the loop for 

anything outbound (the Gmail connector drafts but never sends), and think hard 

before connecting sensitive data.

With the three tools introduced and the guardrails set, it's time to stop talking and start 

doing — so let's open Claude and run our very first workflow together, integrating your 

inbox.



CHAPTER 8

Use Case 1 — Tame Your Inbox

From Knowing the Tool to Using It

By now you understand the three pieces of the Claude toolkit and where the safety line 

sits: you set permissions the moment you build a task, not when it runs. Read my email, 

never send it. Write those words down once, and the work will never cross the line you 

drew.

But understanding is cheap. Nodding along is something your ears do. Getting it to 

actually run is something your hands do. So from here on, we stop talking about ideas 

and build something real. By the end of this chapter, you will have AI working on your 

inbox — not in theory, not in a demo you watched someone else give, but on your own 

messages, today. That is what "learning this" actually means.

Why start with email? Because for most people, the inbox is the deepest, darkest hole in 

their day. Ask yourself honestly how much time you spend in there. I do not mean the 

legitimate stretch where you sit down and answer messages. I mean the other kind: open 

the inbox, glance, close it; ten minutes later your hand twitches, you open it again, glance 

again, close it again. The inbox tugs you back and forth all day long.

For a lot of people, that adds up to an hour or two daily. And here is the worse part: those 

one or two hours are shredded. The inbox takes a solid block of time — time you could 

have spent thinking about strategy, or sharpening your product — and chops it into 

confetti you can never tape back together.

The whole argument of this book is one sentence: the time you save is your startup 

capital. The inbox is the leak where that capital drains fastest. So the first thing we are 

going to do is plug it.

A Hands-On Win: Connect Gmail, Classify, and Draft

Picture an ordinary small business. The inbox holds a handful of recurring message 

types: customers asking questions, statements and invoices, and a thick pile of marketing 

and promotions. Every day your brain re-decides, message by message, what is this, does 

it matter, how should I reply? That is repetitive judgment a machine can carry for you.

So today's goal is concrete — just three things: automatically classify, draft replies, and 

remind you at the right time. Notice the word draft, not send. The judgment and the 

final call stay in your hands. The machine only takes the most tiring, most mechanical 

stretch of the mental work off your plate.



This lines up exactly with the algorithm you met earlier. First question every dumb 

requirement and throw it out. Delete the unnecessary steps. Simplify what remains. 

Automation always comes last. So we are deliberately not automating first. We are using 

a single one-off conversation to see, with our own eyes, whether this task is even worth 

automating — and how far automation can sensibly go.

A few plain-English terms first

Before you touch anything, let me warm up a few new words so the English on your 

screen does not throw you.

Connector. Think of it as a plug on a power strip. Claude by itself can only chat — it 

cannot see your email, your calendar, or your cloud storage. When you plug in a "Gmail 

connector," Claude can finally reach into your Gmail to read messages and draft replies 

for you. That is the plug we are connecting today.

Authorization (the OAuth screen). This is not a Claude page. It is a gatekeeper that 

Google itself pops up, asking you one question: May I let this app called Claude touch 

these things in your Gmail? Only when you click "Allow" does the gate open.

Chat versus Cowork — beginners mix these up constantly. Today we are using 

the lightest one: Claude Chat, the chat box you get when you open the claude.ai 

website in your browser. A free account is enough, and you install nothing. Later, when 

you want a task to run on a schedule by itself, you will bring in the desktop app called 

Cowork. We are not touching that yet.

Before you start

So does connecting Gmail cost money or require an install? Let me settle the 

prerequisites all at once, so you do not get stuck on step one thinking you fumbled it.

32. Log in. Open claude.ai in your browser and sign in. (No account? Spend one 

minute creating one — it is free.)

33. Plan. Good news: classifying and drafting with the Gmail connector works on the 

Free plan. You are not forced to upgrade. The part that actually costs money is the 

later "run on a schedule by itself" step, which starts at the Pro plan — more on that in 

the next chapter.

34. Where you do it. Right here in the browser. No desktop app required.

35. One prerequisite that trips people up: are you using a personal Gmail, or a 

company address that looks like you@yourcompany.com? The two follow slightly 

different paths, and a company address may be locked down by your IT department 

(see Pitfall 4 below).



All of these specifics — prices, plan names, the exact words on a button — are accurate as 

of early 2026, but software changes fast, so verify Anthropic's current documentation. 

The method is what lasts.

Step one: connect the Gmail connector

Do not rush to type a command. The first hurdle is getting Gmail connected, and this is 

exactly where most people stall. Follow each step and click along.

There are two paths to the same place. Pick either one.

Path A — open it from the chat box (fastest):

36. In the Claude Chat message box, click the plus sign (+) at the far left, or simply type 

a forward slash (/). A menu appears.

37. Hover over Connectors. Each connector in the menu has its own switch beside it. 

To reach the fuller settings page, click Manage connectors.

Path B — open it from settings (use this if you cannot find the plus sign):

38. Look at the bottom-left corner of the screen and click your avatar or initials, 

then click Settings.

39. Go to Customize, then Connectors. This is the control room for every connector — 

all your plugs are managed here. (The exact wording on these entry points may vary 

slightly by version; verify against current documentation.)

Once the two paths meet, continue:

40. Find Gmail in the list. (It is usually grouped with Calendar and Drive under Google 

Workspace.) Click Connect beside it.

41. A Google sign-in and authorization window pops up. To say it again: this is 

Google's page — the address bar shows a Google web address, not Claude. First it 

asks you to pick an account. Read the email address you want to connect, letter by 

letter, and confirm you have not picked the wrong one. (People with several accounts 

trip here most often; see Pitfall 2.)

42. Next it lists a long string of permissions the app is requesting — and yes, the words 

"Send email" are right there in the list. Do not panic, and do not close the window. 

A page that looks like this is normal.

43. Once you are sure it is the right account, click the blue Continue or Allow button at 

the bottom.

44. The page jumps back to the Claude chat box on its own. Glance at the Gmail entry to 

confirm it now reads Connected (usually with a green dot or checkmark). If it is lit 

up, you have cleared this hurdle.



Why "Send email" appears — and why you can ignore it

I know that "Send email" line in step 5 makes your stomach drop. We agreed on read-

only — why is it asking for permission to send?

Here is the plain truth. That is simply the standard look of Google's OAuth 

authorization window — it tends to list a whole bundle of permissions together. The 

page saying Claude can send does not mean Claude will send. Claude's 

connector follows a stated design principle: it reads your mail and creates drafts only 

when you explicitly ask, and the send function is not enabled. So every email still 

has to be sent by you, by hand, back inside Gmail.

There is another fact that should put you at ease: Claude mirrors your own 

permissions. Anything you cannot see in your own Gmail, it cannot reach either. And it 

is not rummaging through your inbox the whole time it is connected — it 

reads only when a specific request tells it to, and only the minimum it needs for that one 

request. (These details follow current design; verify the latest documentation.)

See it now? The safety line is not a slogan you repeat. The moment you click "Allow," it 

starts doing real work.

Key idea: The "Send email" permission on Google's screen describes what is 

technically possible, not what Claude does. The Gmail connector drafts but never 

sends. You always send from Gmail yourself.

One more corner worth knowing about, for later. After you connect, return to Settings 

 Connectors→ , open the Gmail entry, and you will find a section called Tool 

permissions that lets you control, more finely, which actions it may and may not use. 

You will not need it today, but it is worth knowing the dial is there — you hold the dial, 

not the AI.

The five pitfalls of connecting and authorizing

This first hurdle is where most people get stuck. Here are the five traps, slowly, with the 

fix for each.

Pitfall: The authorization popup gets blocked by your browser. You click "Connect" 

and nothing happens — Google's sign-in window never appears.

Fix: Look at the address bar area in the top-right corner of your browser. There 

is usually a small "popup blocked" icon. Click it and choose "Always allow popups from 

claude.ai." Alternatively, try Chrome and temporarily disable ad-blocker extensions 

before retrying. If you are using a desktop app, confirm your system is not blocking the 

external sign-in window.



Pitfall: You sign in with, or pick, the wrong Google account. Many people are logged 

into several Google accounts at once — personal, company, the one for the kids' 

activities. The authorization page defaults to checking the topmost one, and you 

connect the wrong inbox.

Fix: Read the account email on the authorization page out loud, letter by 

letter, and confirm it is the business address you want. If it is wrong, click "Use 

another account" and switch. If you already connected the wrong one, go to Settings 

 Connectors→  and Disconnect, then reconnect. This disconnect-and-reconnect 

move is the standard troubleshooting step — when a connection fails or throws an 

error, it is the first thing to try.

Pitfall: You did not decide between a personal Gmail and a company Workspace 

address. Where do your customer emails actually land — you@gmail.com or 

you@yourcompany.com?

Fix: Decide before you connect. Otherwise you might connect a personal account and 

find not a single customer message in it.

Pitfall: Your company email has third-party connections locked by IT. When you 

authorize a corporate Workspace address, you may immediately hit "Access 

blocked" or a message about needing administrator review. This is not your mistake 

— an administrator simply has not cleared Claude on the back end.

Fix: Ask whoever manages your company's Google Workspace to go to 

admin.google.com  Security  Access and data control  API controls → → → → 

Manage Third-Party App Access, and mark Claude as a Trusted app. If your 

organization uses Claude's Team or Enterprise plan, an organization Owner must also 

enable this connector in the Claude admin console first. If you cannot resolve it on the 

spot, write it down and take it to IT.

Pitfall: You cannot find Connectors in the plus menu, or cannot find Gmail in the list. 

Most likely your plan or organization has not enabled this connector.

Fix: If you are an individual user, confirm you are signed into the right account on the 

right plan. If you are on a Team or Enterprise plan, have an Owner enable the 

connector at the organization level (Organization settings  Connectors→ ) so 

ordinary members can see it.

A practical note: connect your connector before you sit down to try the real task, rather 

than gambling on the network and the authorization screen in the moment.



Step two: give it the instruction

Once Gmail is connected, you give Claude its instruction. Here is the plain-language 

sentence to type — you can copy and paste it exactly.

Try this prompt:

Take the emails in my inbox from today and sort them into three

categories — Customer, Billing, and Marketing. For each category,

list the sender and the subject line. Then pick the three most

important customer emails, and for each one draft a reply for me:

professional but warm, no more than five sentences. Do not send

anything — put the drafts in my Drafts folder only. I want to

review each one myself.

That is it — a sentence of plain English. No code, no need to understand what an "API" 

is.

When you press Enter, watch the screen. A small box appears first, asking, Do you want 

to allow this read of your Gmail? This is the principle in action: every action that 

actually touches your data asks you first, and waits for your click. It will not 

decide that for you.

And here is a detail worth fixing in your mind: when Claude creates a draft in your Gmail 

— a write action — it asks for a separate confirmation the first time, distinct from the 

read permission. Reads and writes are approved separately.

Click "Allow," and it reads today's inbox. Out comes a classification list — which 

messages are from customers, which are invoices and statements, which are marketing 

— sorted cleanly. Then it pulls out the three it judges most important, each followed by a 

drafted reply. And those drafts land directly in your Gmail Drafts folder — after you 

run it yourself, you will find them sitting there waiting.

Read one of the customer drafts and feel the tone and the judgment. Is it more or less 

ready to use? You might still tweak a couple of words and add your own turn of phrase. 

But the effort of going from a blank page to this version — that, it genuinely saved you. 

This is the pattern: the machine lays down the first layer of the mental work, and you 

make the final call.

Two snags in classifying and drafting

Before you applaud, two small snags trip people up during practice. Here is the vaccine 

in advance.

Pitfall: It files things wrong — a customer's message lands in the marketing pile. This 

is normal. It classifies by reading meaning and making an educated guess, so it will 



sometimes miss.

Fix: Do not start over. Ask it on the spot: "Why did you file this one under 

marketing?" Have it explain, then have it fix it. At the same time, add a rule to your 

prompt — for example, "Anything signed with a real person's name, or asking about a 

specific order or quote, counts as a customer." Feed it the rule, and its accuracy jumps 

next time.

Pitfall: The draft's tone is off.

Fix: Again, do not rewrite from scratch — nudge in small steps: "shorter," "add a line 

of thanks," "drop the sentence about price," "no exclamation marks." There is a 

stronger move, too: hand it one of your own best past replies and say, "Write in 

the tone of this one." It picks up your voice immediately.

Now you try

Follow the prompt on your own screen, type it into your own Chat, connect your own 

Gmail, and run it against your real inbox from today. Take five minutes.

When the result comes back, watch two things closely. First, is the classification accurate 

— did it wrongly toss any customer email into the marketing pile? Second, those three 

drafts: would you happily edit one and send it, or would you rather scrap it and write 

from scratch? Those two judgments are the basis on which you will later decide whether 

this task is even worth making routine.

And one last thing, nailed down: once a draft satisfies you, sending it is 

something you do yourself, back in the Gmail Drafts folder. Claude does not 

send for you. It writes; the steering wheel stays in your hands. Sit with that — it is 

precisely what makes the tool safe to use.

The Upgrade Path: One-Off, Then Reusable Skill, Then Scheduled

You have seen the effect with your own eyes. But notice something: what you just did was 

a one-off. You typed a sentence, it ran once. Tomorrow, if you want it again, you have to 

type the sentence again and watch the result again.

That is simply the nature of Chat: conversational and one-time, perfect for testing the 

waters — let me see whether this even works. But if you are going to lean on it every day, 

you cannot retype that sentence by hand every morning. That would be its own kind of 

repetitive labor — exactly the kind the question-and-delete algorithm tells you to attack 

first.

So let us talk about the upgrade path.



Level one: turn it into a reusable skill in Cowork

The first upgrade is to move the whole sequence you just ran into Cowork and make it a 

reusable skill.

First, in one sentence, what Cowork is: it is Claude's desktop app, which you 

download and install on your computer — not the same thing as the web chat box. 

It is agentic, meaning it can chain several tools together in one run. It can classify your 

incoming mail, pick out the important ones and draft replies, and then log them into 

your CRM customer system — all in one pass, without you feeding it each step. And once 

you have a sequence working smoothly, it stays put: next time you do not re-describe it, 

you just run it. That turns a one-off conversation into a small workflow you can reuse 

anytime.

A reassuring detail worth a line: Cowork runs inside an isolated sandbox on your own 

computer. Picture the sandbox as a locked little room — Claude works inside it and 

cannot touch your other files outside, and the work does not run on someone else's 

cloud. For anyone who cares about their data, that is worth knowing.

Level two: add a schedule

Once you are comfortable and you trust it, give it a schedule so it runs by itself at a set 

time. But here is a key fact I have to state precisely, so you are not misled by tutorials 

online.

When you set a schedule with the zero-code method inside Cowork — typing /schedule 

in the chat box and telling it "do this every morning at such-and-such time" — that 

scheduled task runs on your own computer. Which means: at the scheduled 

moment, your computer has to be awake and the Cowork app has to be open 

for it to run. If you have shut the computer down, or closed the lid to sleep, that run is 

skipped — it catches up the next time you wake the machine and open the app. That is its 

real behavior, and you have to plan around it — for instance, by using a computer that 

stays on to carry this job.

Is there a "lid closed, you walked away, and it still runs in the cloud" option? Yes — that 

is a different path called Claude Code's Routines. It is more technical and currently in 

research preview, and it needs a connected code repository. We will not unpack it here; 

just know the fork exists.

Key idea: Never reverse the order. First type the prompt and run it by hand until you 

have confirmed with your own eyes that it is reliable. Then make it a reusable skill. 

Only last of all do you add a schedule. This loops back to the algorithm: automation 

always comes last. Strap automation onto an unverified — or already-deletable — 

process, and you have floored the gas on a car pointed the wrong way. You only get to 



the wrong place faster.

Plugin installed does not mean tools connected

One more thing beginners get wrong: do not assume "plugin installed" equals 

"tools connected." Installing a plugin or turning on a skill only puts the ability to do a 

job into Claude's toolbox. For it to actually touch your Gmail or your calendar, you still 

have to connect and authorize that specific connector separately. These are 

two different things, and missing either one leaves the tool unable to work.

Exactly how you build a Cowork skill, how you set its permissions, the fastest scheduling 

frequency available, and roughly how many skills and workflows live inside the small-

business plugin — these are fast-moving details, so always follow the latest official 

documentation. We will walk through them, step by step, later in the book.

You should walk away from this chapter with something real in your pocket: your inbox, 

organized once by AI, sorted into categories, with the top three replies drafted and sitting 

in your Gmail Drafts folder. That is not a demo you watched — it is a working result you 

can use again tomorrow. The drafting time you saved, the judgment time you saved — 

remember, that is your startup capital, accumulating a little each day.

We have plugged one leak. But shouting a single instruction and watching it run once is 

still not enough. What truly frees you is the work getting done while you are not even 

watching — quietly, on its own.

Key Takeaways

 The inbox is most people's deepest time leak; classifying and drafting with the Gmail 

connector is the fastest first win, and it works on the Free plan.

 The Gmail connector drafts but never sends — the "Send email" line on Google's 

OAuth screen is standard boilerplate, not what Claude does. You always send from 

Gmail yourself.

 Every data action asks first: reads and writes are approved separately, and Claude 

reads only when a request tells it to.

 The five connection pitfalls — blocked popup, wrong Google account, personal versus 

Workspace email, IT-locked third-party access, and a missing connector — each have 

a concrete fix; disconnect-and-reconnect is the universal troubleshooting move.

 Follow the order: run it by hand, prove it works, then make it a reusable Cowork skill, 

and only then add a schedule — automation always comes last.

 Installing a plugin does not connect the underlying tools; each connector still needs 

its own authorization.



With your inbox handled in the moment, the next step is teaching Claude to do the work 

on its own schedule — so you are freed even from remembering to ask.



CHAPTER 9

Use Case 2 — Put It on Autopilot
In the last chapter you got your inbox sorted with a single request. You sat down at your 

computer, typed one instruction, and a night's worth of email came back to you neatly 

bucketed into three piles. Clean, fast, satisfying. That was Use Case 1: you ask once, it 

works once.

But if you sit with it for a moment, something about that arrangement should nag at you. 

No matter how diligent or clever your assistant is, it still has to wait for you to speak. 

Until you give the word, it just sits there, idle. And for those of us building a one-person 

business, the hardest part of the work was never the work itself. The hardest part is 

carrying the work around in your head all day.

You know the feeling. There's a wire pulled tight in the back of your mind from the 

moment you wake up. I still haven't checked today's numbers. It's Friday already — 

how much actually came in this week? Is that client meeting tomorrow morning or 

afternoon? None of this looks like effort. But it quietly drains your battery a little at a 

time, and by the time you sit down to do anything real, you're already tired.

So ask yourself, honestly, thinking back over an ordinary week: which tasks are the ones 

you have to do but feel completely lifeless doing? The dashboard you check the instant 

you open your eyes. The weekly revenue tally you pull together every Friday afternoon 

without fail. The quick glance at your calendar before you walk out the door so two 

meetings don't collide. Look closely and these chores all share one birthmark — they are 

fixed, repetitive, and predictable. So predictable you could call them with your eyes 

closed. Every morning at nine, you check those same few numbers. Every Friday, you 

build that same revenue sheet, never skipping a week.

And if a task is that regular — predictable down to the minute — then turn the question 

around: why does a living, breathing founder still have to do it by hand? 

Anything you can see coming, anything that can be written as "do this at this time," 

should stop taking up space in a founder's precious head.

That is Use Case 2: the scheduled task. Here it is in one line — when the time comes, 

your assistant wakes itself up, does the job, and sets the finished result in front of you, 

before you've said a word.

Key idea: Use Case 1 is on-demand: you ask, it does. Use Case 2 is on-schedule: you 

set the rule once, and it runs itself on the clock. One saves you the doing; the other 

saves you the remembering.



First, gather three things

Before I tell you which button to click, I need to be clear about where you build a 

scheduled task — otherwise you'll go home, open the Claude website in your browser, 

hunt for this feature, and never find it.

Let me introduce one plain-language term first. The version of Claude we've been using 

— the one that can plan ahead, chain several steps together, and reach into the files on 

your computer — is called Cowork. Think of it as a digital coworker who actually does 

the work, as opposed to a plain chatbot that only answers questions. Today's scheduled 

morning digest lives inside Cowork. And Cowork comes with three prerequisites you 

cannot route around (these are accurate as of early 2026; verify Anthropic's current 

documentation, because thresholds like these do change):

 First, you need a paid plan. Cowork and scheduled tasks are not available on 

the free tier. You need Pro or higher (Pro is roughly $20 per month as of early 

2026; Max, Team, and Enterprise cost more).

 Second, you need the desktop app. Cowork runs only as a Mac or Windows 

desktop app — there is no web version and no phone version. Opening 

claude.ai in a browser will not show it to you. Download it from 

claude.com/download and install it. (Installation asks for administrator permission, 

because it sets up a small, isolated place to run things safely on your machine — more 

on that below.)

 Third, the sources you'll use have to be connected first. This digest will read 

your calendar and your Gmail, so both of those connectors must each be authorized 

the same way you did in Use Case 1. Here is a trap worth burning into memory: 

installing a plugin or the app does not mean the underlying tools are 

connected. Each tool — your calendar, your email — is authorized separately. Never 

assume it's done for you.

With those three in place, you'll actually be able to see the button I'm about to describe.

Know where it runs before you build it

To get your assistant to "clock in and work on schedule," you use a feature inside Cowork 

called the scheduled task. In the English interface you'll see the word Scheduled, or 

you can type the slash command /schedule — you don't need to memorize any of that. 

You give it a time — say, "every day at 9 a.m." or "every Friday at 5 p.m." — and when 

that time arrives, it wakes itself up and does the job.

But there is one detail here that is the easiest thing in the world to get wrong, and the 

easiest way to come home and find nothing waiting for you. I have to stop and point it 

out before anything else, because it decides whether your digest actually shows up at all. 



A scheduled task can run in two different ways, and you need to know which one 

you're building.

Pitfall: The headline mistake is assuming a scheduled task runs in the cloud while you 

sleep with the laptop shut. The zero-code path you'll build today runs on your own 

computer. If the machine is asleep, the lid is closed, or it's shut down, that run is 

skipped. Do not assume "scheduled" means "runs no matter what."

Here are the two ways, side by side:

 Way one: it runs on your own computer — inside that small, isolated 

workspace Cowork sets up on your machine. This is the smoothest zero-code option 

and the main path we'll use today. The upside is that it can reach the files on your 

computer along the way. The cost is this: at the scheduled moment, your 

computer must be on, the Cowork desktop app must be open, and the 

machine must be awake. Close the lid, let it sleep, and that run is simply skipped. 

This is spelled out in plain language in Anthropic's documentation: scheduled tasks 

only run while your computer is awake and the Claude desktop app is open.

 Way two is the one that genuinely runs in the cloud, lid closed and all. It 

has a proper name — Claude Code Routines — and it runs on Anthropic's cloud 

servers, so it keeps working even after you shut the machine and walk away. The 

catch: it's more technical. It generally wants you to connect a code repository (on 

GitHub) to be useful, and it has a higher setup bar than what we're doing today. As of 

early 2026 it's offered as a research preview. We'll just note that this ceiling exists 

and leave it there for now.

So never hear the words "scheduled task" and assume it must run in the cloud while you 

shut the lid and go back to sleep. That is the single most common stumble. For 

today, play it safe: treat your task as something that runs on your own 

computer, and at the scheduled time make sure the computer is awake and 

the app is open. Both ways run at roughly the same pace — the fastest is around once 

per hour (verify Anthropic's current documentation; numbers like this shift, so don't 

treat what I say today as carved in stone).

So how do you actually build one? There are two routes to the same destination. Pick 

whichever feels easier.

Route A: the slash command in the chat box

45. Open the Cowork desktop app and start, or enter, any task.

46. In the chat box, type /schedule (a single slash plus the word) and press Enter.

47. Write in the task description — the sentence telling it what to do each day. The exact 

wording is provided below.



48. It will turn around and ask you a few quick questions — frequency, time, and so on. 

Answer them honestly: choose Daily (or Weekdays) for frequency, and set the time 

to 09:00.

49. Look over the task summary it generates, confirm it's right, and click Schedule to 

save it.

Route B: from the "Scheduled" tab in the sidebar

50. Open Cowork and click the Scheduled tab in the left sidebar.

51. Click + New task in the top right. (Button labels and exact placement vary; verify 

Anthropic's current documentation, because what you see may differ slightly from 

this.)

52. Give it a name you'll recognize at a glance — call it "Morning Digest" — and put the 

task description into the Prompt field. (Typing a / in this field also lets you insert a 

skill you've already installed.)

53. Set the frequency to Daily and the time to 09:00. This step is the easiest one to 

overlook and the one most likely to bite you: always set the time in your own 

city's local time zone. Set the wrong zone and the "9 a.m." digest could land at 

three in the morning.

54. Check off the sources this digest actually needs: your calendar and Gmail are enough. 

Hold onto one rule — whatever you check off here is the only thing it can 

ever touch later. Not one thing more.

55. Click Save. To test it on the spot, don't sit around waiting until nine tomorrow — 

click Run now and see what the digest looks like right away. If something's off, go 

back, tweak the sentence, and run it again.

Try this prompt: Paste this straight into the scheduled task's prompt field.

Every day at 9 a.m., generate a short morning digest for me with three 

parts:

(1) Yesterday's key numbers — pull from my connected tools and pick the 3 

most important; (2) my full schedule for today, in chronological order; 

(3) the single most important thing I should tackle today. Keep the whole 

thing short enough to read on one phone screen, and when it's done, email 

it to me.

Say it as plainly as that, the way you'd brief a new intern. No incantations required.

Two more things to set straight: the frequency ceiling and "keep the 

computer awake"

Beyond where it runs, there are two things I want to put on the table early, so you don't 

go home full of hope and come up empty.



The first is the frequency ceiling. A local scheduled task like this offers only a handful 

of rhythms — hourly, daily, weekdays, weekly, or manual — and the fastest is on 

the order of once per hour (verify Anthropic's current documentation; these numbers 

move). Translated, that means it's built for the unhurried cadences: "every day," "every 

week," "every few hours." It cannot give you the "refresh every minute, watch the market 

by the second" style you might be imagining. Set it tighter than its floor and it will simply 

refuse. But weigh it honestly — nine out of ten of a one-person company's standing 

chores (the morning digest, the weekly report, the revenue tally, the schedule reminder) 

have no need for second-by-second timing. Once a day or once a week is more than 

enough.

Pitfall: Don't fight the frequency ceiling, and don't burn through your usage for 

nothing. The common trap is insisting the digest run "every hour." Resist it. First, 

Cowork — because it actively chains work together — uses up your plan's usage far 

faster than ordinary chat, so running a digest against the hourly ceiling just torches 

your allowance and crowds out real work. Second, a digest you only read once a day 

doesn't get read ten times because it ran ten times. The rule: set the frequency to "just 

enough," and stop there.

The second — and the thing from this whole chapter most worth carving into memory — 

is that the computer has to be awake.

Pitfall: On the zero-code main path, the scheduled task runs on your own machine, 

and if the computer sleeps, it skips the run. The digest you built with /schedule runs 

on your own computer, so at the scheduled moment the machine must be on, awake, 

and the Cowork desktop app must be open. If it goes to sleep (hibernation or a closed 

lid) or you've quit the app, that run is simply skipped.

Is a skipped run gone forever? Not quite. According to Anthropic, the next time you wake 

the computer or reopen the desktop app, it will automatically catch up by running once 

— and it'll notify you. But be clear-eyed about two things. First, that catch-up run does 

not happen at your original 9 a.m. — it happens whenever you wake up, so "on time" still 

depends on the machine being awake then. Second, it only catches up the most recent 

missed run; if you missed several in a row, it does not replay each one. So if you set a 

data-reading digest for 9 a.m., that machine can't be off, asleep, or have the app quit at 9 

a.m.

How do you get past this? In the desktop app's settings, look for a switch along the lines 

of Keep computer awake (where exactly it lives depends on the version you're looking 

at) and turn it on — that blocks automatic sleep. But know this: a closed lid will still 

put the machine to sleep anyway. So if you truly want it to fire at 9 a.m. on the dot, 



leave the computer open, plugged in, and the app running overnight (verify Anthropic's 

current documentation). Make this trade-off explicit to yourself. Do not assume that with 

the lid shut and the machine off it will still run for you. If you genuinely need "runs with 

the lid closed," that's the more technical, cloud-only Claude Code Routines path 

mentioned earlier — and we're leaving that alone for today.

And what about reading local files? Worth a quick note: precisely because this main path 

runs on your own machine, it can already reach the folder you authorized. That Excel 

ledger sitting on your desktop? It can read it each day and fold the figures into your 

digest, with no heavier tool required. (By contrast, the cloud Routines path keeps 

running with the machine off, but it cannot reach your local files — each time, it 

clones a copy of a code repository in the cloud to do its work. That's another reason it's 

more technical, and another reason we're skipping it today.)

This section sounds tangled, but the rule of thumb you carry home is dead simple: the 

scheduled task you build today runs on your own computer — keep it awake, 

the app open, the lid up, the machine on, and it will reliably work for you, 

and it can reach the data in that local folder. The day you genuinely need 

"runs even when the machine is off," reach for the more technical, cloud-

only Claude Code Routines. Those two sentences are all you need.

Walkthrough: build yourself a daily digest

Let's build that morning digest for real — every day at 9 a.m., take yesterday's key 

numbers, add today's schedule, fold them into one digest, and put it in my hands. 

Picture the old way: every morning you open the dashboard and dig out numbers, then 

switch over to the calendar to check today's plan, hopping from one thing to the next, 

spending ten foggy minutes just gathering the information before you're even properly 

awake. Now you hand that whole chore off.

Paste the prompt above in exactly as written. Set the frequency to Daily, the time to 

09:00, and check off the calendar and Gmail connectors. As it builds the task, it will turn 

around and confirm one critical thing with you: permissions.

This is a point worth stopping on hard, because it decides whether you can use this thing 

with peace of mind. Permissions are locked in once, at the moment you create 

the scheduled task. Lay down the rules to its face right now: this task may read my 

email and read my calendar, but it may not send email on my behalf. (Or, if you want a 

notch more leeway, allow it to send only to your own inbox and no other address.) Set 

that rule clearly, once, at the connector step.

While we're here, let's restate the guardrail from the last chapter, because it matters 

doubly now: even if you connect Gmail, by default it only reads and drafts — it 



never clicks send for you. Sending is always something you do yourself, back over in 

Gmail. The connector can prepare the message; pressing the button stays in your hands.

Pitfall: Once permissions are locked in, the task "runs without prompting" — which is 

both a convenience and a responsibility. People expect the task to keep popping up 

each day to ask permission. The opposite is true. Once you've locked it in, the task 

wakes at 9 a.m. every day and works without a single prompt — it never interrupts 

to ask "may I read your email?" or "may I send this?" It just stays quietly inside the 

circle you drew and gets the job done. That's wonderfully low-friction, but flip it over: 

precisely because it runs silently, the connectors you checked and the range you 

granted at creation time become its standing authority for the whole year. Check too 

many and you risk it overstepping; check too few and the digest comes back missing 

data. The rule: check only the connectors this digest truly needs, and grant nothing 

extra.

A small note for local tasks: you can use a single Run now to set your common tools to 

"always allow," so the first run doesn't stall waiting for your click. The cloud kind 

prompts for no approvals at all while running — what it can touch is decided entirely by 

what you checked at creation — which is exactly why you have to get that one moment 

right (verify Anthropic's current documentation). You spend your attention once, at the 

rule-setting step. After that it executes for you day after day, and you never lift a finger 

again — but it also never steps half an inch over the line you drew.

What sits underneath all this is a genuinely restful state: as long as you keep that 

computer awake and the app open, you sleep, and it goes to work. You open 

your eyes at nine, reach for your phone, and yesterday's numbers and today's plan are 

already lined up and waiting. What you saved isn't just the ten minutes of morning 

digging — it's the heavier cost of carrying around don't forget to go collect the 

information. That tight wire in the back of your mind goes slack, and you're loose again. 

This whole book, from the first line to the last, hammers one idea: the time you save is 

your startup capital. The scheduled task is how you tuck that capital into your pocket, 

a little each day, quietly, half on its own.

As for how to build this digest so it's both solid and polished — exactly where the data 

comes from, how to lay out the format cleanly, what else you might fold in, whether to 

graduate to the lid-closed cloud Routines path — those finer points deserve their own 

hands-on treatment, and we'll return to them. For now, don't rush to pick at details. Just 

plant one fact firmly in your mind: it really can clock in and work on its own schedule. 

That alone is worth the chapter.



Key Takeaways

 Use Case 2 is the scheduled task: set the rule once and your assistant wakes on the 

clock to do the work — saving you not just the doing, but the constant remembering.

 The zero-code path (Cowork's /schedule) runs on your own computer. It only 

fires while the machine is awake and the desktop app is open; sleep, a closed lid, or 

shutdown skips the run — and a missed run is caught up only once, for the most 

recent miss, not for every one.

 Keep the computer awake is the headline pitfall: turn on the "keep computer 

awake" setting, but remember a closed lid still sleeps the machine — so for a 9 a.m. 

run, leave it open, plugged in, and the app running.

 Set the time in your own local time zone, respect the roughly-hourly 

frequency ceiling, and resist over-scheduling — Cowork burns usage fast, and a 

once-a-day digest doesn't need to run ten times.

 Permissions are fixed at creation and the task runs silently with no runtime 

prompts, so grant only the connectors the digest truly needs — and remember the 

Gmail connector still only reads and drafts, never sends.

 For a task that runs with the lid closed, the cloud-only Claude Code Routines is 

the (more technical, research-preview) ceiling — but it can't reach your local files.

You now hold two moves: ask once and it does once, set the rule and it runs on the clock 

— but both still treat work as isolated, one-off chores, and real projects are never that 

tidy, which is exactly the knot we untangle next.



CHAPTER 10

Use Case 3 — Your Project Co-Pilot

From "It Moves on Its Own" to "It Watches the Whole Board for You"

In the last chapter you learned to set a rule and walk away — to hand your assistant a 

recurring job and let it run on schedule. By now something should feel different. The old 

tools sat still until you poked them: click, and they moved; ignore them, and they did 

nothing. This assistant is the opposite. You set the rule, and it acts. Let's ride that 

momentum up one more level.

Scheduled tasks let your assistant run errands on a timer. This next use case lifts it 

higher still — to stand on the high ground, see the whole picture, and offer counsel on the 

one thing that quietly sinks more solo businesses than anything else: project 

management.

Ask any solopreneur whether they have two or more projects running at the same time, 

and watch the rueful smiles. That is the honest face of a company of one. You are the 

salesperson, the person who delivers the work, the bookkeeper, and the customer-

support line. One human, doing the job of an entire team.

But think about what a real team has that you don't. It has a project manager — someone 

whose only job is to track progress, to notice who's swamped and who's idle, to spot 

which corner is about to catch fire. That person does none of the actual work. They just 

watch the whole board. And that is precisely the person a company of one cannot afford 

to hire.

So you carry it all in your head. Five or six threads spinning at once: today a client is 

chasing a delivery, tomorrow a supplier drops the ball, the day after you realize you 

forgot to send a quote. And here is the trap. The thing that usually goes wrong isn't that 

you did one job badly. It's that you forgot a job existed at all — until you bolt upright 

at 2 a.m. and the deadline is already three days behind you.

The biggest loss of control in a one-person business is almost never a lack of skill. It's 

that your attention has been sliced so thin that no one is left standing on the high ground 

to see the whole sprawl at once.

Key idea: The role of "project manager" is the one a solopreneur most needs and can 

least afford to hire. You can outsource it to your AI assistant — not to do the work, but 

to watch the board.



This chapter does exactly that. We hand the project-manager role to your AI assistant 

and let it serve as your project co-pilot. Notice the word: co-pilot, not stand-in. It does 

not finish the work for you. It stands at your shoulder and helps you see the mess clearly 

— for the work in front of you, is there enough time, enough hands, enough money, and 

which corner is going to collapse first?

It hands back the hours you'd otherwise spend re-running the schedule in your head, 

lying awake rehearsing what you might have missed. Remember the line that runs 

through this entire book: the time you save is your startup capital. Save the energy 

you burn on juggling timelines, and you free your hands for the one job only you can do.

Four Steps to a Schedule: Hand It Three Things

Let's get hands-on. First, a sentence to put you at ease: this use case runs on the free 

plan, with zero technical setup. Use the web version at claude.ai, no payment 

required, no app to install, no tools to connect. Why so simple? Because all you're asking 

it to do is reason over a few lines you type and draw you a picture — and ordinary chat 

can do that on its own.

You don't write anything complicated. You prepare three plain pieces of material and 

hand them over. Here is the whole motion, broken into steps you can copy the moment 

you finish reading.

56. List your tasks. Write down everything this project needs. The more specific, the 

better — one line per task. Don't bother putting them in order; messy is fine, because 

it will sort them for you.

57. Mark each deadline. The hard, fixed ones — set by a client, written into a contract 

— note them all. If something has no hard deadline, write "none." Don't leave it 

blank.

58. Fill in your real weekly available hours. Note the word: available, not total. 

This is the step most people stumble on, and we'll cover it on its own below.

59. Paste all three into one message, along with the prompt below, and send it to 

Claude.

60. Read what comes back. Claude returns four things: a sequenced timeline, a set 

of scheduling conflicts, a critical path, and a resource-allocation plan (what 

to do yourself, what to outsource, what to spend on).

61. Ask it to draw the board. Add one line — "turn this timeline into a visual, Gantt-

style card" — so you can see it at a glance. (We'll cover the board in detail in the next 

section.)

Try this prompt:

Here is my task list for the coming month, the deadline for each



task, and my REAL weekly available hours (not my theoretical full

capacity). Please build me a timeline and flag: which tasks will

collide on time, which is the critical path (the chain that delays

the whole project if it slips), whether I should do each item

myself or outsource it, and where the likely bottleneck is. Then

turn it into a visual timeline card.

So what comes back when you feed it those three things?

First, a sequenced timeline — what starts when, what's due when — laid out along the 

real available hours you gave it. Not a guess. An actual plan built against your capacity.

Second, it volunteers your conflicts. Something like: "In week two you have three 

deadlines stacked together, but that week you simply don't have enough hours to clear 

them all." That is the sentence you can never see when your head is down and you're 

grinding — because you have never once laid all the threads on a single sheet of paper 

and looked at them together.

Third, it pulls out the critical path — the main road that decides when the whole 

project can finish. Which tasks are the chokepoints, the ones that drag everything behind 

them if they slip; and which ones have slack, where running two days late won't bring the 

sky down. Once it shows you that, the heaviest stone on your chest drops to the floor.

Pitfall: You must give real available hours, or the whole schedule is a castle in the air. 

This is where almost everyone trips. Asked "how many hours do you have in a week?", 

a business owner blurts out "forty." Wrong. Forty is the time you sit at the desk — not 

the time you can pour into this one project. Meetings, firefighting, picking up the kids, 

answering messages, reconciling the books: those chores eat the bulk of it first. The 

hours you can quietly spend pushing this project forward might be twelve. Feed it the 

theoretical number and it draws you a fake timeline; follow that timeline and you 

crash by week two. To clear this gate, force yourself to answer one question: "After 

meetings and every other chore, how many hours can I really put on this project in a 

week?" Project managers have a rule of thumb: the "net hours" you can actually invest 

are often only fifty to seventy percent of your nominal hours. Feed it the smaller, 

slightly uncomfortable, honest number — better to under-report, because only then 

does the line hold up. And if you have one or two helpers, report each person's 

hours separately. Don't blend the whole team into one pot, or it can't see who's 

about to be overloaded.

A Worked Example: The Curtain Maker

Here's an example close to the kind of business many readers run. There's a small 

custom-curtain maker — let's call him Mr. Zhou — who, as he tells it, had four orders 



running at once: two measured and waiting to be made, one just signed and waiting on 

materials, and one where the client called every single day. He used to keep it all in his 

head, and the result, by his own account, was that the materials for one order always 

slipped his mind.

This time he listed the work for all four orders, line by line, marked the delivery date for 

each, and added one honest sentence: "I can really only spend sixteen hours a week on 

the factory floor overseeing the work." He handed it to Claude.

It laid out a timeline on the spot — and then, a little sheepishly, warned him: "In week 

three, the installation days for two of your orders collide. You only have sixteen hours 

that week; you can't install both. I'd suggest moving the later-signed order's installation 

to week four."

That sentence, Mr. Zhou said, was worth money — it was a collision he could never have 

spotted staring at four separate chat windows. Sit with that. What he saved wasn't just 

the time spent scheduling. It was two clients not left waiting on the same day, and two 

orders' worth of reputation not thrown away. The time you save is your startup capital — 

and dodging one collision can double that capital.

Allocating Your Resources: Time, Outsourcing, and Budget

It goes further than timing. It also helps you allocate resources. And for a company of 

one, "resources" comes down to just three things: your time, the work you can 

outsource, and your budget.

It will tell you which tasks only you can do — the core work that has to claim your hours, 

no question. Which tasks are mechanical, the same no matter who does them — those 

you should spend a little money to hand off, buying your time back. And where it's worth 

spending budget versus where the money is simply wasted.

Sit with that, because it loops straight back to an idea from earlier in this book. Naval 

Ravikant, the investor and writer, popularized the notion that leverage comes in three 

forms: labor, capital, and products. When you pay to outsource, you're pulling the lever 

of capital. When you hand work to AI to run, you're pulling the lever of products. So this 

project co-pilot is, at its heart, helping you think through one question: for the task in 

front of you, which lever should you pull — instead of piling everything onto your own 

two hands and grinding yourself into the ground.

The Project Board: Find the Bottleneck, and Delete Before You Do

You have a schedule. You can see the conflicts. But you're not finished. Scheduling only 

spreads your current reality out where you can look at it. The truly valuable next step is 

optimization.



Stay in the same conversation as your timeline — no need to start over.

62. Ask for the bottleneck first. Add: "In this timeline, where is the biggest 

bottleneck? Which stretch is the most jammed?" Make it surface the point that's 

genuinely slowing the whole thing down.

63. Run it through "delete before you do." Don't rush to ask "how do I go faster?" 

Ask first: "Which items on this list shouldn't be done at all — what can I cut 

outright?"

64. Cut what you can, then re-sequence the rest. Have it rebuild a leaner timeline 

once the deletions are made.

65. Decide which kind of board you want. Just want a single look? Use Artifacts. 

Want something you watch daily that refreshes itself? Use Live Artifacts. (The 

difference is in the pitfall below.)

Try this prompt:

First, run this through Musk's "delete before you do" approach:

which of these tasks can I cut outright and not do at all? Delete

what's deletable and tell me why. Then re-sequence the rest into a

new timeline, and point out the single biggest bottleneck in it —

is it that I've packed my own schedule too tight, that too much

mechanical work sits on me alone, or that two tasks depend on each

other in a way that loops the long way around?

Once you've found the bottleneck, what then? Here I want to bring back Elon Musk on 

purpose. Remember his five-step algorithm? The first step isn't optimization, and it 

certainly isn't automation. The first step is to make the requirement less dumb — to 

turn around and question it: should this thing be done at all? The second step is to 

delete the unnecessary parts. Notice the order: deleting always comes before doing.

That one question alone can often cut a third of your work. Musk has made a sharp point 

about this, roughly: never optimize or automate a process that shouldn't exist in the first 

place. Do an unnecessary thing faster, and it's still an unnecessary thing — you've only 

become more efficient at wasting your time. Delete first, then do, and only then 

automate or accelerate. Walk your AI co-pilot through that order, and it stops being a 

mere scheduling tool. It becomes the thing that helps you spend your energy where it 

actually cuts. The time you save is your startup capital — but only if you don't sink that 

capital into work you never needed to do.



Keeping the Schedule Alive: Artifacts vs. Live Artifacts

One last question: how do you keep this schedule not just good-looking but alive — so it 

doesn't sit there and go stale two days later? There are two routes. Their names look alike 

and they're the easiest pair to confuse, so let's pull them apart slowly.

First, a plain-language definition. An Artifact is best understood as a separate little 

window Claude opens beside the chat, holding a self-contained piece of content it 

generated for you — maybe a document, maybe a chart, maybe a small interactive board 

you can click around in. What we want here is for it to draw your schedule as a board you 

can actually look at. The whole question is whether that board is "a photograph" or "a 

screen that refreshes itself."

Pitfall: A static Artifact and a self-updating Live Artifact are not the same thing — one 

is a photo, the other is a live screen. Don't mix them up.

Route one — for a single look, use Artifacts inside Claude chat.

 What it is: If you only want to get your current situation clear in your own head, the 

Artifacts built into chat are plenty. The moment you send "turn this into a visual 

timeline card," a separate window pops open automatically on the right side of the 

conversation, holding a Gantt-style project board you can click around in.

 What plan you need: Good news — it works on the free plan. Free and Pro both 

have it, no desktop app required; the web version produces it on the spot. (As of early 

2026, to run a small calculating tool inside that window you may first need to switch 

on the "Artifacts" toggle under Settings  Capabilities — verify against Anthropic's →

current documentation.)

 How to generate it: You don't have to issue a special "make me an Artifact" 

command. As long as what you ask for is self-contained enough — a chart, a one-page 

board — it pops into that right-hand window automatically. If you want to be sure, 

just add "make this a visual Artifact board" to your prompt.

 What to keep in mind: An Artifact is a static photograph — accurate the instant 

it's made, and it will never update itself after that. Schedule it today, and tomorrow a 

client moves a delivery date or you take a new order, and the card is instantly out of 

date. You have to come back and have Claude run it again to produce a fresh one. It 

connects to none of your tools; it runs purely on the few lines you fed it this one time.

Route two — for a board you watch constantly and that refreshes itself, use 

Live Artifacts inside Claude Cowork.

 What it is: A Live Artifact is best understood as that board upgraded from a photo 

to a live screen that refreshes itself. It's a persistent, interactive web board that 



Claude builds for you inside Cowork — the desktop version of Claude that installs 

on your computer and can work on connected jobs for you.

 Why it can update: Because it's connected to your tools and your local files. It 

pulls the latest data the moment you open it — not on a background timer, but on 

open — and because it relies on Cowork running on your own machine, your 

computer has to be awake and Cowork has to be open for it to pull anything at all. 

(Anthropic frames it as letting you see today, not the day it was created.) Schedule, 

progress, who's busy and who's idle — always the truest current picture. It also saves 

versions automatically, so if you break something you can roll back.

 What plan you need, and where to open it: This bar is higher. It requires a 

paid plan (Pro, Max, Team, or Enterprise), and it lives only inside Cowork in the 

Claude desktop app — not on the web, not on mobile. The boards you build are 

collected under the "Live artifacts" tab in the Cowork sidebar, so you don't have to 

dig back through which chat made them. (Plans and button labels keep changing — 

verify against Anthropic's current documentation.)

 How to generate it: In the desktop app, switch to Cowork, connect your project 

folder and tools, then say: "Turn this schedule into a self-updating Live Artifact 

board, connected to my project progress."

Pitfall: Three things a beginner must know about Live Artifacts. First, it lives locally 

on this one computer — switch devices and you can't see it, and as of early 2026 you 

can't share it with anyone else either. Second, when it refreshes it will reach into the 

tools you've already connected without popping up to ask you each time — so don't 

feed it tools that might scramble your data on a refresh; pick trustworthy, read-only 

data sources. Third, it has the same temperament as the scheduled tasks from the last 

chapter: Cowork runs on your own machine and your computer has to be awake. Shut 

it down and it can't refresh.

How do you remember the difference in one line? For a single look, use Artifacts (free, 

web, takes a photo). For something you watch constantly, use Live Artifacts (paid, 

desktop Cowork, a live screen that refreshes itself). The first is a one-time snapshot; the 

second is a living board you watch every day. Hold that impression for now — we'll dig 

into the full desktop Cowork workflow later in the book.

Try This Now

Take one real project you're working on right now. Hand Claude three things: the 

task list, each deadline, and your real weekly available hours. (The free web version is 

fine — it'll produce an Artifact board on the spot.) Have it lay out a timeline. Then make 

one cut with "delete before you do," and ask one more question: where's the bottleneck?



By the time you're done, you should be holding two things: a real project's schedule, 

and a bottleneck list. This isn't a practice exercise. It's something you can put to work 

first thing tomorrow morning.

Key Takeaways

 A company of one badly needs a project manager and can't afford one — so hand that 

role to your AI as a co-pilot: it watches the whole board and advises, it doesn't do 

the work for you.

 Feed it just three things — task list, deadlines, and your real weekly available hours 

— and it returns a timeline, conflicts, the critical path, and a resource plan, all on the 

free web version with zero setup.

 Give it your available hours, not your theoretical capacity. Net hours are often only 

fifty to seventy percent of nominal hours; report under, not over, and split a team's 

hours person by person.

 Before asking how to go faster, run "delete before you do" — Musk's point that 

deleting comes before doing, because doing an unnecessary task faster is still wasting 

time.

 Choose your board on purpose: Artifacts are a free, static snapshot that never 

updates on its own; Live Artifacts are a paid, self-updating board that lives in 

desktop Cowork, refreshes only when you open it, and needs your computer awake.

Scheduling and bottlenecks save you time from the high ground of the whole picture — 

but another large slice of your day gets swallowed somewhere else entirely: meetings, 

and the notes and follow-ups nobody wants to chase.



CHAPTER 11

Use Case 4 — Meetings That Write Themselves
In the last chapter you taught your AI assistant to ride herd on a project: to track 

progress, chase down who owes what, and nudge you before deadlines slip. One person, 

running like a team.

But step back and ask yourself a simple question. Those to-do items your project was full 

of — where did most of them actually come from? They came from meetings. One call, 

and three new things land on your plate. Someone says "let me look into that and get 

back to you," and another loose thread is dangling. Meetings are the factory that 

manufactures your to-do list. They are also the place that list most often goes to die.

So in this chapter we walk one step upstream and clean up that factory. We are going to 

turn the meeting — that black hole that produces work and then quietly swallows it — 

into something that documents itself.

The meeting isn't the problem. The silence afterward is.

Let me ask you something that may sting a little. Think back to your last meeting. After it 

ended, who was responsible for turning that conversation into written notes? When did 

those notes actually go out? And did they spell out, in plain words, who needs to do what 

by when?

For most people, the honest answer is uncomfortable. The meeting itself goes great. 

Everyone talks, ideas fly, and by the end the room feels aligned — "yes, we covered it, 

we're on the same page." And then? Then everyone leaves. Nobody writes it down. The 

decisions that got made, the "I'll follow up on that" promises — two days later, they have 

evaporated. Next time the same people meet, the first 10 minutes go to reconstructing 

"wait, what did we even decide last time?"

The meeting is not the problem. A group of people sitting down to align on something is 

a good thing. The real problem is the silence afterward — a meeting with no 

follow-through. Your time, your colleague's time, your client's time — a whole room's 

worth of time — slips through your fingers the moment the call ends.

For a one-person business it is even worse, because you are both the person in the 

meeting and the person who is supposed to write it up afterward. You spend the day 

talking and selling. Then you get home at night and sit down in front of a recording, or a 

page of notes that look like hieroglyphics, and dig through the whole thing from the top. 

A one-hour meeting can cost you 40 minutes just to summarize. Three meetings a week, 

and "writing up the meeting" alone burns two hours out of your week.



Remember the line this book keeps coming back to: the time you save is your 

startup capital. Those two hours could have gone into polishing your product, or 

meeting one client who genuinely matters, or simply getting a decent night's sleep. That 

time is not a bonus you stumbled onto. It is capital you were always owed — capital that 

an invisible hand called "writing up the meeting" has been quietly lifting out of your 

pocket.

The standard workflow is really just four steps

So how, exactly, do you hand this to your AI assistant? Let's not make it mysterious. 

Break it into a clean assembly line of four steps and the whole thing becomes obvious.

Step one: turn sound into text. Whether it's a meeting recording or audio you 

captured on your phone, you first convert it into a written transcript — the meeting, 

typed out word for word. Transcription tools are everywhere now, and most online 

meeting software has this feature built in; you export and you get text, often stamped 

with timestamps and speaker names. Machines have done this faster and better than 

humans for years. We are not going to fight them for this job.

Step two — and this is the step that's actually worth money — have Claude 

read that long, messy text and distill it. This is not copy-and-paste. This is brain 

work. What did this meeting actually cover? For each topic, what was the final decision? 

And what to-do items did it leave behind? Critically, every to-do item has to lock down 

three things: who is responsible, by what deadline, and what exactly they need 

to finish. A rambling, all-over-the-place conversation goes in; three clean, structured 

blocks come out — minutes, decisions, and action items.

This is the distinction we have drawn again and again. Think of the older style of office 

automation — software that mimics your clicks and keystrokes — as handling the hands 

and feet: repetitive mechanical motion. The AI handles the brain: judgment and 

meaning. Transcription is hands and feet. Distillation is brain. The value of those two 

jobs is worlds apart.

Step three: make those action items real. Distilling them is not enough. A to-do 

item that lives only on paper is barely better than no to-do item at all. They have to grow 

roots in your actual calendar and task system: what belongs on the calendar goes on the 

calendar, what needs a reminder gets a reminder, and what should be assigned to a 

specific attendee gets assigned.

Step four: send it out. Get the finished minutes to everyone who was in the meeting, 

so that afterward there is a written record, responsibility is pinned to names, and nobody 

gets to play dumb. Look at the shape of this: from a raw recording, all the way to a set of 

minutes that everyone receives with clear ownership — and you barely lift a finger the 

whole way.



Walking through it once: from a transcript to minutes, reminders, and a 

recap email

Let's walk the whole thing once. The first half happens in Claude Chat — the ordinary 

web interface where you type back and forth with Claude. The second half moves to 

Claude Cowork — the desktop app that can actually reach into the tools on your 

computer and do things for you. Here is the difference worth holding onto: Chat mainly 

talks with you and helps you think. Cowork connects to your real tools and acts — it can 

open your Google Calendar and build reminders one by one, and it can go into Gmail and 

draft an email for you.

One more thing about Cowork before we go further. The work it does runs inside an 

isolated virtual machine on your own computer — picture a small, clean, walled-off 

section of your own machine where Claude does its work without being able to touch 

anything else you have. It is not running on someone else's cloud, and it only sees the 

folders you choose to connect. Keep that in the back of your mind; we will come back to 

it.

The first half: producing minutes in Claude Chat

66. Get the transcript first. Phone audio converted to text, the automatic transcript 

from Zoom or Teams, or notes you typed up yourself after the fact — any of these 

works. Claude does not record audio itself, so you need this text in hand before you 

start. For meetings that matter, try to use a transcription tool with speaker labels 

— that is, each line tagged with who said it — so that later, when you assign 

responsibility, you assign it to the right head.

67. Before you feed anything in, pause one second and think about privacy. Is 

there anything in here that should not go into an AI tool — salary figures, client 

confidential information, someone's personal details? If so, delete or redact those 

passages before you paste. That one second of thought saves you a mess you might 

otherwise have to clean up later.

68. Open claude.ai, start a new conversation, paste the full transcript (if it's 

long, just drag the transcript file into the message box to upload it), add the prompt 

below, and hit enter. This step works on the free plan — producing the minutes 

costs you nothing.

69. It returns three blocks: (1) the meeting minutes, broken into bullet points; (2) the 

decisions that were made; and (3) an action-item table with three columns — owner, 

due date, and the specific task. When the output is long and comes in chunks, Claude 

usually pushes it into a separate panel on the side of the conversation. That panel is 

called an Artifact — just think of it as Claude setting the finished draft off to one 

side so you can read and edit it cleanly.



70. Check every action item, line by line. Each one must answer who, by what 

date, and exactly what. Wherever something is missing, fill it in on the spot.

Here is the exact prompt. Read it to Claude Chat word for word, or paste it straight into 

the box.

Try this prompt:

This is a meeting transcript. Please organize it into three parts:

(1) Meeting minutes — key points, as bullets.

(2) Decisions — the things this meeting actually settled.

(3) An action-item table with three columns: Owner / Due date /

Specific task. Every row must be complete.

Where information is missing, flag it so I can fill it in — do not

guess on my behalf. If you can't tell who said a particular line,

mark the owner as "TO BE CONFIRMED" rather than forcing it onto a

specific person.

In a few seconds it comes back: at the top, the handful of topics the meeting covered; in 

the middle, the decisions that got locked in; at the bottom, a clean action-item table 

where who, when, and what are all visible at a glance. The job that would have kept you 

up half the night is done in seconds.

That said, those minutes are still just sitting in the chat window — visible, but inert. The 

real final touch is still ahead, and that is where Cowork comes in.

The second half: building calendar reminders and drafting the recap in Claude Cowork

Before you start, a few ground rules so you don't get stuck when you try this at home:

71. Know what Cowork is first. Cowork is a desktop app only (Mac or Windows) 

— there is no web version and no phone version. You download it from 

claude.com/download and install it. It is also available only on paid plans (Pro, 

Max, Team, Enterprise — the free plan can't use it). As of early 2026, Pro runs 

roughly $17 per month billed annually, or $20 month to month. Pricing and which 

plans include Cowork can change — check Anthropic's current 

documentation.

72. Connect the connectors you need. A connector is like a plug that connects 

Claude to one of your apps — your Gmail, your Google Calendar — so it can actually 

reach your data. Open Claude, click your avatar or name in the lower left  → Settings 

 → Customize  → Connectors, find Google Calendar and Gmail, and switch 

each one on.

73. Get through Google's authorization page (OAuth). The moment you switch a 

connector on, you get bounced to a page hosted by Google itself. That page is OAuth 



— in plain terms, it's Google asking you, "Are you sure you want to let Claude see 

your calendar and email?" Two things to watch here. First, pick the right account 

— many people are signed into several Google accounts at once, and authorizing the 

wrong one is a classic mistake. Second, glance at the permissions it's requesting, then 

click Allow. Once you've connected, it stays connected across sessions; you don't 

have to reconnect every time.

74. Go back to Cowork, hand it the minutes you just made, and give it the 

prompt below so it builds the calendar entries and drafts the email.

75. The crucial last step — before it sends anything or creates any calendar 

invites for other people, have it list out "who this goes to and what it 

says" for you to see first. It acts only after you say yes. Nobody gets to skip 

this step.

Try this prompt:

Take each action item from these minutes and create a calendar

event with a reminder on my Google Calendar, copying over the owner

and the due date. Then draft the full minutes as an email to send to

everyone who was in this meeting.

Before sending anything, show me the recipient list and the email

content and wait for my approval. Only then send.

Now I want to slow down and point out something genuinely important — and genuinely 

reassuring.

First, the Gmail connector, by default, only reads your email and drafts replies as 

drafts. It does not send for you. This is not a bug; it is a deliberate safety rail. So 

even if you carelessly tell it "send it," the actual sending step still stops and waits for you. 

You send from Gmail yourself.

Second, these permissions are something you set once, up front, when you configure 

things. You can allow Claude to "read my email and build my calendar," while keeping an 

action like "send outbound" locked behind "only move when I click confirm." Configured 

well, it won't interrupt you with pop-ups while it works — but anything you haven't 

approved, it will not cross the line and do on its own. That is exactly the feeling we are 

after: you can hand work off with confidence, and you are always the one in charge.

Key idea: Let AI read for you, organize for you, and draft for you — no problem. But 

for anything that sends outward or pays outward, always keep one human gate. That 

gate is both your safety floor and the foundation of the trust your clients and 

colleagues place in you.



For those who like to tinker: Cowork also has a feature called /schedule (type a slash 

and "schedule" in the input box to bring it up) that can do something for you 

automatically at a set time each day — for example, "every morning at 9, summarize 

yesterday's meeting to-dos and remind me." But keep firmly in mind the fact we keep 

stressing: these scheduled tasks run on your own computer, which means at that 

moment your computer has to be awake and the Cowork app has to be open. 

If it's asleep, the lid is closed, or the app is shut, that run is skipped. (It will catch up with 

one run when you wake the machine, but not on the dot.) If you want something that 

truly fires even with the lid closed, that is Routines on the Claude Code side — more 

technical, currently a research preview, and it needs a connected code repository. We'll 

get into that later. And if you ever disconnect this Google connection or switch accounts, 

any scheduled tasks you set up will quietly fail, so remember to reconnect and run one 

manual check to confirm. Which plans these features reach, and how often they 

can run, will change — verify against Anthropic's current documentation.

Where this goes wrong, and how to get through it

Let me put the failure points on the table plainly and walk through each one.

Pitfall: Transcript quality and speaker labels. If the transcript has typos or can't tell 

who said what, your action items get assigned to the wrong person — a job that was 

really Sam's gets pinned on Alex, and the meeting ends in an argument. How to get 

through it: scan quickly for obvious typos before you feed it in; always keep the line in 

your prompt that says "if you can't tell who said it, mark the owner as TO BE 

CONFIRMED"; and for important meetings, spend a little money on a transcription 

tool with speaker labels rather than cutting the corner.

Pitfall: Every action item must lock down owner, deadline, and task. This is the heart 

of the whole use case — if you remember nothing else, remember this. When the model 

gets lazy it loves to write empty phrases like "follow up on the marketing plan" — no 

owner, no deadline. That is the same as nothing. An action item with no owner 

and no due date is just noise. So when you check the output, have Claude highlight any 

row that is missing an owner or a deadline, and fill each one in on the spot. A short 

action-item table with every row complete beats a long one padded with "nobody 

knows who or when."

Pitfall: All outbound actions must be set to "human confirmation required." Sending 

a group email, dropping reminders onto other people's calendars — these are actions 

that touch other human beings, and they must never go out automatically. The good 

news, as noted above, is that the Gmail connector by default only drafts and never 

sends, which is a natural first gate. But you need a second gate in your own head: 



always keep the "list it out, you confirm, then send" step. This is the one rule that runs 

through all four use cases, because it is both your safety floor and the trust floor 

between you and the people you work with.

Pitfall: "Plugged in" is not the same as "connected." A lot of beginners assume that 

flipping a connector switch means everything is set, and then the moment they ask 

Claude to build a calendar event, it errors out. Usually the OAuth step didn't truly 

authorize, or it authorized the wrong account. How to get through it: go back to 

Settings  Customize  Connectors→ →  and check whether that connector actually 

shows "connected." If it's on the wrong account or keeps erroring, click Disconnect, 

then connect again and walk back through the Google authorization — nine times out 

of ten that fixes it. And one more thing that trips up people on company accounts: if 

you're on a company Team or Enterprise account, an administrator has to 

enable the connector in the organization settings first, before you can 

connect it personally. No amount of clicking on your end will work until that 

happens — so don't sit there stewing.

Pitfall: Think about privacy before you feed content in. Meetings are full of sensitive 

material — salaries, client names, internal numbers. Before it goes into an AI, ask 

yourself one question: can I accept putting this passage in? Delete or redact the 

sensitive parts first, then feed it. Remember, what you feed in you can't pull back. 

Deleting a passage takes a second; cleaning up afterward takes days. (One reassurance: 

what Claude can see is limited to what your account can already see on its own — 

anything you don't have permission to view, it can't reach either. But that is a separate 

matter from content you actively paste in. Whether to feed it is still entirely in your 

hands.)

Do you see the whole chain now? A messy block of recorded text goes into Claude Chat 

and comes out, in seconds, as structured minutes. Move to Claude Cowork, connect 

Google Calendar and Gmail, and it turns every action item into a calendar reminder 

pinned to a name, then drafts the minutes into an email addressed to everyone — with 

every outbound action held behind your single click of confirmation.

That is the output of this use case. From here on, you can finish a meeting and have the 

minutes and reminders already sitting in everyone's inbox and calendar before the room 

has cleared. Those 40 minutes afterward — reclaimed. And I'll say it one more time, at 

the risk of being repetitive: what you reclaim is your startup capital. (As always: which 

specific tools you connect, which permissions you can set, and which plans unlock which 

features should be checked against Anthropic's current supported documentation. What 

we're learning here is the method.)



Key Takeaways

 The meeting itself is rarely the problem; the silence and lost follow-through 

afterward is — and for a solopreneur, that cleanup work quietly drains hours a week.

 The workflow is four steps: transcribe (machine's job), distill into minutes + 

decisions + action items (Claude's brain work), make the action items real on your 

calendar, and send the recap out.

 The non-negotiable rule of this chapter: every action item must nail owner, deadline, 

and task. A to-do with no owner and no due date is noise.

 Do the first half — producing structured minutes — in Claude Chat, even on the free 

plan; do the second half — building calendar reminders and drafting the recap — in 

Claude Cowork on a paid plan, with Google Calendar and Gmail connected.

 Keep a human gate on everything outbound: the Gmail connector drafts but never 

sends, and you should still review the recipient list and content before anything goes 

out.

 Mind the practical traps: clean transcripts with speaker labels, "plugged in" is not 

"connected" (re-walk OAuth if it errors), scheduled tasks only fire while your 

computer is awake and Cowork is open, and you must decide what's safe to feed in 

before you paste.

With four use cases now in hand — email, the morning brief, project management, and 

meetings — the open question is which tool to reach for when, and what all this 

reclaimed time is actually worth; that reckoning comes next.



CHAPTER 12

Choose Your Tool, Do the Math, and Start
By now you have watched the same assistant do four very different kinds of work: 

summarize a long email in seconds, deliver a morning briefing on a schedule, pull 

together a business workflow that spans several tools, and clean up the notes from a 

meeting. Four jobs, and along the way you met three different ways of running them — 

the chat window, the assistant that rolls up its sleeves and does the work, and the more 

technical option that runs on a timer. If you are honest, the same question is probably 

forming in your mind right now: I understand the idea, and I've seen the tools, but when 

I sit back down at my own desk, which one do I actually open?

This chapter answers exactly that. It gives you a one-page guide for choosing the right 

tool for the job, a piece of arithmetic that turns the time you save into something you can 

spend on purpose, and three short assignments to make sure none of this stays 

theoretical. It is the close of Part II — the hinge where method becomes muscle.

A simple mental model

Before the table, hold one sentence in your head, because it makes the whole guide come 

alive:

Key idea: Chat is for asking. Cowork is for doing. Code is for running on a timer.

Those three verbs — asking, doing, running — are the whole division of labor. Let me 

define each tool in plain words first, because the names mean nothing until you know 

what they are.

 Claude Chat is the plain conversation window at claude.ai. You type, it answers. 

Nothing is automated and nothing is remembered between separate conversations 

unless you tell it to be.

 Claude Cowork is the version that doesn't just talk back — it actually carries out 

multi-step work for you, reaching into the tools you've connected (your email, your 

calendar, your files) and producing a finished result.

 Claude Code is the most technical of the three, originally built for software work, 

and the one capable of running tasks on a schedule even when you're not there.

Two more terms you'll see in the table. A connector is the secure bridge that lets Claude 

read one of your accounts, such as Gmail or your calendar. A Project is a dedicated 

folder inside Chat that stores background information so every new conversation you 

start inside it already "knows" your business. We'll come back to both.



The tool-selection guide

Here is the whole decision on one page. Take a screenshot of this table and keep it next 

to your desk. The next time you freeze at "which one do I open," a three-second glance 

settles it.

What kind of job is it? Use this One-line handle

One-off — ask once and 

move on

Claude Chat Ask and go: Chat

Repeats, but chatting is 

enough — and it should 

remember your context

Chat + Projects Need memory: add 

Projects

Done often, spans several 

tools, needs hands-on work

Claude Cowork Cross-tool work: Cowork

Runs on a timer, 

unattended (daily/weekly 

briefs)

Cowork scheduled task 

(runs on your computer — 

it must be awake)

On a timer: Cowork — keep 

the computer awake

Pure cloud timer that runs 

"with the lid closed"

Claude Code Routines 

(more technical, advanced)

Must run while shut down: 

Code

Crosses systems, drives a 

web browser to click and 

type

Code + Claude in Chrome / 

computer use

Driving a browser: Code

Let's walk down it one row at a time. This is the most practical page in the book; spend a 

minute on it and you'll save yourself a lot of wrong turns later.

One-off jobs: Claude Chat

The first row is the simplest. Some jobs you do once and never think about again. 

"Summarize this long, rambling email into three sentences." "Are there any traps in the 

payment terms of this contract? Pull them out for me." For work like this, the assistant 

doesn't need to remember anything. You ask, you get your answer, you move on. Open 

Claude Chat at claude.ai and just talk to it. This is the fastest path there is — don't 

overthink it.

Repeating jobs that need memory: Chat + Projects

The second row is for work that comes back around but is still, at heart, a conversation. 

Say you write a client update every week, and the background is roughly the same each 

time — same business, same client, same tone you want to strike. You can still use Chat. 



But instead of re-explaining yourself from scratch every Monday, you store all that 

background once, in a Project.

Think of a Project as a dedicated folder for one slice of your work. Drop in the context — 

what your business does, who the client is, the voice you want — and every new 

conversation you open inside that folder automatically remembers it. You stop starting 

over and pick up mid-stride.

Pitfall: A Project's name and description are labels for you — Claude does not read 

them as instructions. The requirements you actually want it to follow have to go in the 

field called "Set project instructions" inside the Project (verify the current label in 

Anthropic's documentation, as of early 2026). Put your real directions there, not in the 

title.

Cross-tool workflows: Claude Cowork

The third row is where chatting runs out of road. Picture a workflow that has to read 

your Gmail, check your calendar, dig through your files, and then pull all of it together 

into one finished document. That is no longer a conversation — it's work, and it needs an 

assistant that will actually do it. That's Claude Cowork.

Keep in mind the point worth repeating from earlier chapters: Cowork runs inside an 

isolated virtual machine on your own computer. A "virtual machine" is just a clean, 

sealed-off room carved out inside your computer — Claude works in that room and can't 

touch anything outside it. So your data stays on your own machine rather than on 

Anthropic's cloud, and Cowork can only see the folders you choose to connect. Install the 

small-business plugin and you unlock a library of ready-made workflows — on the order 

of a couple dozen skills, many of which you can summon by typing a / (the exact count 

varies by version; trust what you actually see in your own interface after installing).

Pitfall: Installing a plugin is not the same as connecting your tools. A plugin is only a 

capability pack. You still have to authorize each underlying service — QuickBooks, 

PayPal, Gmail, and the rest — one at a time, each through its own login-and-approve 

screen (roughly half a minute each). Skip that and the plugin sits there fully installed 

with no data to work on.

Timed, unattended jobs: Cowork scheduled tasks

The fourth row covers anything that should fire on a schedule with nobody watching — 

the morning briefing that lands at 9:00 a.m. like clockwork. For this you use a 

scheduled task. Inside any Cowork task box, type /schedule, or click "Scheduled" in 

the left sidebar, and you can set one up.



Here is the detail that trips up almost everyone, and the one most likely to leave you 

staring at an empty inbox wondering what went wrong. The zero-code, no-fuss kind of 

scheduled task actually runs on your own computer — that same local virtual 

machine Cowork lives in. So at the appointed minute, your computer has to be on, 

awake, and with the Cowork desktop app open. Close the lid, let it sleep, and it 

skips that run. It will not fire on time; it waits until you next wake the machine or reopen 

the app, then runs once to catch up and sends you a notification — but that is not the 

scheduled moment you wanted.

If you need something that truly runs "with the lid closed" — even when your computer 

is shut down — that is the more technical Claude Code Routines, which run on 

Anthropic's cloud and don't depend on your machine being on at all. As of early 2026 

this is a research-preview, advanced feature that needs a connected code repository, so 

treat it as the ceiling rather than the starting point. For both kinds, assume roughly "once 

an hour at the fastest" as the practical floor for how often they can run — don't expect 

second-by-second watching (this area is still changing; verify Anthropic's current 

documentation).

Timed jobs that touch local files

The fifth row is a wrinkle on the fourth. What if the scheduled task also needs to read a 

file sitting on your own computer — that spreadsheet on your desktop, something in a 

local folder? The good news: a task that runs on your own machine (a Cowork or Code 

local task) can already reach the folders you've authorized. The pure-cloud Routines are 

the opposite — they live in the cloud and cannot see your local files at all. So the rule is 

short: if it has to touch local files, make it run on your machine, and keep that 

machine awake and unslept at the scheduled time.

Crossing systems and driving a browser

The last row is for the most technical work — crossing between systems, or driving a web 

browser to click and type its way through a site that has no clean connector. That's the 

territory of Claude Code paired with Claude in Chrome or computer use.

Claude in Chrome is a browser extension that lets the assistant sit in the sidebar and "see 

what you see," clicking through web pages on your behalf. Computer use goes a step 

further, letting it operate the application windows on your desktop directly. Both are still 

in beta as of early 2026, both need their own separate authorization, and both will pause 

and hand control back to you when they hit a login page or a security check. One firm 

limit to remember: Claude in Chrome supports Chrome and Edge only — Arc, 

Brave, and the rest aren't supported for now (verify Anthropic's current documentation).



One more thing before you go: which plan unlocks what

It saves a lot of frustration to know in advance which features are greyed out on which 

plan, so you don't open the app expecting magic and find a locked door. As of early 2026:

 Claude Chat, connectors (Gmail / calendar / Drive), Projects, and 

Artifacts work on the Free plan. Get comfortable with these first, at zero cost.

 Cowork, Cowork scheduled tasks, Claude Code, and Claude in Chrome 

require a paid plan. The entry tier is Pro, currently around $20 a month (roughly 

$17 a month if billed annually). Heavier use moves up to Max (with tiers in the 

neighborhood of $100 and $200). Multi-person use is Team (a minimum of around 

five seats, and you'll want the premium seats that include Code and Cowork).

Two sentences are enough to carry: the "does-the-work, runs-on-a-timer" tier starts at 

paid Pro, and every price and plan name can shift, so always check Anthropic's current 

pricing page (claude.com/pricing) before you decide.

If a rhyme helps it stick, here is the whole table in six short handles: Ask and go, find 

Chat. Need memory, add Projects. Cross-tool work, call Cowork. On a timer, Cowork 

too — keep the computer awake. Must run while shut down, that's Code. Driving a 

browser, also Code. You don't have to memorize it — the table is right there. What 

matters is the instinct underneath it: first decide what kind of job this is, then 

pick the tool — never grab one at random and start poking. Every feature name, 

frequency, skill count, and price on this page can change with the version; verify the 

latest, and what you see on screen may not match this book exactly. But the habit — 

classify first, choose second — does not go out of date.

Time as capital: do the math

Tools chosen, let's do a piece of arithmetic together. It may be the single most important 

number you take away from Part II.

Cast your mind back over those four kinds of automation. The one-off summary saves 

you maybe twenty minutes when you need it. The daily morning brief saves perhaps half 

an hour a day — all that time you used to spend scrolling email, checking messages, and 

squinting at your calendar before you'd even started. The cross-tool workflow saves a 

couple of hours a week of hunting and stitching. The meeting notes save twenty minutes 

of cleanup after every call. Stack them together and a typical week lands somewhere 

around five to eight hours saved — quite possibly more.

Run your own numbers now. Take a scrap of paper and fill in four blanks:

76. One-off jobs (email summaries, contract checks): roughly ___ minutes saved per 

week.

77. The daily morning brief: ___ minutes a day, times five workdays.



78. Cross-tool workflows: ___ hours saved per week.

79. Meeting notes: how many meetings a week, at ___ minutes saved each.

Add them up and write down the total. Let's be conservative and call it six hours a week. 

That's twenty-four hours a month — and close to 300 hours a year.

Now ask yourself: where did those 300 hours go before? They didn't vanish into anything 

you'd be proud of. They leaked away in the cracks between chores, broken into fragments 

so small you could never collect even one whole hour from them. But now they come 

back to you differently: as a single, continuous block of time that is yours to direct.

Key idea: The time you save is your startup capital — not a perk.

Listen to that word: capital, not perk. A perk is something you spend on rest and 

enjoyment. Capital is something you invest — you put it to work so it earns more. Take 

those six reclaimed hours and pour them into sharpening your product, into meeting the 

one client who most deserves your attention, into thinking hard about where to go next. 

That is what it means to invest the capital instead of consuming it.

Pitfall: The most common way to waste reclaimed time is to refill it. The moment 

your week opens up, two things tend to happen. One: your hand drifts to your phone, 

you scroll, and half an hour is gone. Two, and sneakier: you notice you "have time 

now" and pull in a fresh pile of busywork to fill the space, then call yourself productive. 

Both burn the capital just as surely as if you'd never saved it — and the lesson of this 

entire book quietly cancels itself out.

So how do you clear that gate? Here is a low-tech move that works precisely because it's 

so concrete: block those six hours on your calendar as if they were a meeting 

with your most important client. Lock the slot in advance, write down whether it's 

for "product work" or "strategic thinking," and let nothing else crowd in. Once time has a 

name and a place on the calendar, the phone and the busywork have a much harder time 

stealing it. Fence the reclaimed time off physically, and you've cleared the gate.

Winning the time back is only the first step. Investing it where it counts is the real skill — 

and that lands squarely on a point made earlier in this book: wealth is judgment 

multiplied by leverage. The tools hand you the leverage. Where you aim it — where the 

capital gets invested — is the judgment. You need both edges sharp; neither one carries 

you alone.



Your homework

Sitting and reading turns into neither money nor time. To convert it, you have to do the 

work. Here are three assignments. None is hard, but each one only counts if you actually 

do it.

1. Make the list

Write down the things you repeat every week, and pick the five that annoy you most and 

eat the most time. Then run each one through Musk's algorithm — his discipline of 

questioning a process before you ever speed it up. Start by asking whether the 

requirement should exist at all: is this task genuinely necessary, or could you simply 

delete it? Be especially suspicious of the chores that look respectable but serve no real 

purpose. Whatever survives, ask next whether you can simplify it or fold several steps 

into one. Only what's left after that — simple, necessary, and genuinely frequent — earns 

a look at automation.

Keep the spirit of Musk's repeated warning in view: never automate a dumb process that 

shouldn't exist, because all you've done is make stupidity run faster.

Here's a grid to fill in. One task per line, and beside each, choose one of three labels:

80. Delete — if you can drop it entirely, mark it here first.

81. Simplify — if you can't delete it, see how lean you can make it.

82. Automate — only for what's both simplified to the bone and genuinely high-

frequency.

You'll likely find that the act of filling in this column honestly crosses one or two of the 

five off the list on the spot.

2. Run one all the way through

Pick one of the two demonstrations from this part of the book — the inbox summary or 

the morning brief — and run it end to end, by hand, yourself. Here is the first-time 

connection broken into steps you can follow click by click:

83. Open claude.ai. Click your name at the bottom left  → Settings  Customize  → →

Connectors (verify the exact path in your current interface).

84. Find Gmail / Google and click Connect.

85. When Google's authorization page opens, check the account first — is it the inbox 

you actually want organized? If not, click your avatar and choose "Use another 

account."

86. Approve the permissions, return to the chat, and paste in the prompt below exactly.

To save you from freezing on the first sentence, here is a prompt you can paste in word 

for word.



Try this prompt:

Sort the emails in my inbox from today into three categories — Clients,

Billing, and Marketing — and for each category list the sender and 

subject

line. Then take the three most important client emails and draft a reply 

to

each, no more than five sentences, professional but warm. Put the drafts 

in

Drafts and do not send them — I want to review each one first.

Pitfall: You'll most likely get stuck at the connector-authorization step. Three 

common snags: you picked the wrong Google account (sign out, reconnect, and 

confirm the right inbox); your company email has third-party connections locked by IT 

(the error will mention "Access blocked" or needing admin review — your 

administrator has to mark Claude as a trusted app in the Google admin console); or 

the authorization pop-up was blocked by your browser (switch to Chrome, allow pop-

ups from claude.ai, and disable ad blockers, then retry).

One more reassurance: the authorization screen says Claude can send mail, but by 

default the Gmail connector only reads your email and creates drafts — it will 

never send a message on your behalf. Whether a draft goes out is always your call, 

made by clicking Send in Gmail yourself. That's a built-in safety guardrail, not a bug 

(verify the current behavior in Anthropic's documentation). Don't aim for fancy. Aim to 

get one real thing working that genuinely helps you tomorrow morning. One automation 

you can actually use beats ten you've only heard about.

3. Write two sentences

First sentence: write down what your moat is — circling back to Buffett's idea of the 

durable advantage that keeps competitors from simply copying you. In this business of 

yours, what is the one thing others can't take or learn away?

Second sentence: write down your specialty angle — circling back to the idea of 

specific knowledge paired with accountability. Which single, distinctive strength do you 

intend to drive into the market, one sharp point at a time, until it takes root?

It's fine if the first draft is rough and unsure. Getting it onto paper beats turning it over 

endlessly in your head. In the chapters ahead, you'll sharpen and strengthen both 

sentences until they hold real weight.



Looking back, looking forward

Step back and look at the path Part II has traced. The earlier part of the book was about 

direction — using clear thinking to decide where to apply your force, what to do and 

what to delete, where to focus and what to defend, and how to invert a problem so you 

sidestep the mistakes that wipe you out. This part has been about the road under your 

feet — handing the mechanical, brainless work to the machine through Claude's three 

tools so you can free your own mind for the work that matters.

Direction without a road gets you nowhere; a road without direction gets you somewhere 

fast — the wrong somewhere. You need both. And the thing that joins the two is the last 

step of Musk's algorithm: automate last. You think it through, delete, and simplify first; 

only at the very end do you hand what remains to the machine. That is precisely why this 

book set the thinking before the tools.

Key Takeaways

 Classify the job before you pick the tool: Chat for asking, Cowork for doing, Code for 

running on a timer. The one-page guide is the whole decision.

 Zero-code scheduled tasks run on your own computer and only fire while it's awake 

with the app open; the true "lid-closed" cloud option is Claude Code Routines 

(technical, advanced). Tasks that need local files must run on your machine.

 Installing a plugin is not the same as connecting your tools — each service 

(QuickBooks, PayPal, Gmail) still needs its own authorization. And the Gmail 

connector reads and drafts but never sends; you send from Gmail yourself.

 Roughly five to eight hours saved per week adds up to about 300 hours a year. That 

time is startup capital, not a perk — invest it in product, clients, and strategy.

 Don't refill the saved time with scrolling or new busywork. Block it on your calendar 

like a meeting with your most important client.

 Do the homework: run five recurring tasks through Musk's algorithm, take one 

automation end to end, and write your moat sentence plus your specialty angle.

With your time reclaimed and your tools chosen, you're ready to put that capital to work 

— and the first place it goes is building your first AI employee and the face your business 

shows the world.



Conclusion and Toolkit

Think First, Then Automate

You picked up this book because you are short on time. So let me not waste any of it. 

Here, in a single page, is everything you came for.

The whole journey had two halves. The first half was about your mind — how you decide 

what is worth doing at all. The second half was about your hands — how you hand the 

mechanical work to an AI assistant so you can stop doing it yourself. The order is not an 

accident. Get the thinking right first, then automate. Reverse it, and all you've done is 

build a faster way to do the wrong thing.

Part I — The four gates

Before you let any tool, any automation, any AI near your business, you pass what you 

decided to do through four thinkers. Think of them as four gates a task has to walk 

through before it earns a place on your calendar.

The first gate is leverage — Naval Ravikant's idea that wealth is judgment multiplied by 

leverage. The word in the middle is times, not plus: if your judgment points the wrong 

way, more leverage just drives you off the cliff faster. So you sharpen the judgment first, 

then reach for the amplifier. And the most accessible amplifier ordinary people have ever 

been handed is the product-and-AI kind — the kind that lets you make a thing once and 

sell it a thousand times, no one's permission required.

The second gate is first principles — Elon Musk's habit of stripping a problem down to 

what is physically, undeniably true and rebuilding from there. His five-step algorithm 

runs in a strict order: question the requirement, delete the part, simplify what's left, 

speed it up, and only then automate. Delete comes before automate. Always. As Musk 

put it after over-automating the Model 3 line and having to tear it back out, "Excessive 

automation at Tesla was a mistake. To be precise, my mistake. Humans are underrated." 

(His words, 2018.) Never automate a stupid process — you only get to waste time faster.

The third gate is competence and the moat — Warren Buffett's circle of competence 

and his insistence on a durable advantage competitors can't copy. Stay inside what you 

genuinely understand, and build something with a moat around it. See's Candies, bought 

for roughly $25 million in 1972, has thrown off more than $2 billion before tax since, 

because the brand was a moat. Dexter Shoe, his own worst deal, had none.

The fourth gate is inversion — Charlie Munger's trick, borrowed from the 

mathematician Jacobi: invert, always invert. Don't only ask how to win; ask how you'd 

guarantee failure, then avoid that. Sort every opportunity into three boxes — yes, no, and 

too hard — and be honest enough to use the third one often.



Pass a task through those four gates and most of what was crowding your day simply 

doesn't make it through. What survives is worth your leverage.

Part II — The four use cases

Then, and only then, you reached for the tools. You learned four hands-on use cases with 

Claude, in deliberate order:

87. Your inbox, handled on demand — you ask once, it sorts and drafts once.

88. A morning digest, on a schedule — you set the rule once, it runs itself on the clock.

89. Project planning, as a strategist — you hand it three plain things, it gives you a 

timeline, the clashes, the bottleneck, and a resource plan.

90. Meeting notes, end to end — a messy transcript becomes minutes, decisions, and 

assigned action items, with calendar reminders and a drafted recap.

Notice the through-line. Every one of these takes a chore that used to live in your head or 

eat your evening and quietly returns the time to you. Not as a treat. As capital.

The time you save is your startup capital

This is the one sentence to carry out of the book. The time you save is your startup 

capital. I chose the word capital on purpose, not perk. A perk is something you spend 

on rest. Capital is something you invest. The five to eight hours a week these use cases 

hand back to you are not for refilling with more busywork or more scrolling — that's the 

same as never having saved them at all. They are seed money. You invest them in the 

work only you can do: sharpening the product, sitting across from the one client who 

matters, thinking hard about where to go next. That is judgment times leverage, both 

halves doing their job.

This is Lesson 1 of a longer road

And this is where I have to be honest with you about what this book is and isn't. You now 

know how to take time back. That is a real, durable skill, and it is genuinely the hard first 

step. But it is the first step. Taking the time back is not the same as putting it to work.

The makers we met — Justin Welsh reaching roughly $10 million over five-plus years 

with near-zero employees and around 89% margins, by his own published recap; Pieter 

Levels running a string of products almost single-handed; the AI-era indie builders 

behind tools like HeadshotPro, TypingMind, PDF.ai, and Testimonial.to — none of them 

got there by saving time and stopping. They reinvested it, relentlessly, into one durable 

asset that earns while they sleep. Sam Altman has mused aloud that the first one-person, 

billion-dollar company is now genuinely on the horizon. You don't need a billion. 

Remember Kevin Kelly's arithmetic: 1,000 true fans, each worth about $100 of profit a 

year, is $100,000 — a real living, built one reachable person at a time.



So treat what you've finished as Lesson 1. You've reclaimed the raw material. The rest of 

the road is about what you build with it.

The two appendices that follow are your toolkit for the building — every prompt, every 

gotcha, in one place you can return to.

Appendix A — The Copy-Paste Prompt Library

Every prompt below is taken word-for-word from the use-case chapters. You don't have 

to write a single line of code or know what an "API" is — these are plain English. Open 

Claude, paste, and adjust the details to fit your own business. Each one carries a one-line 

note on when to reach for it.

Email triage and drafting

The everyday inbox sweep: it sorts a night's worth of mail into three piles and drafts 

replies to the few that matter — without sending anything.

Take the emails in my inbox today and sort them into three groups —

clients, billing, and marketing — listing the sender and subject line

for each. Then pick the 3 most important client emails and draft a

reply to each one: professional but warm, no more than 5 sentences.

Don't send them — just put them in my drafts. I want to read each one

first.

If a message lands in the wrong pile, don't redo the whole thing — just ask it why, then 

add a rule. For example: "From now on, count anything signed with a real person's 

name, or asking about a specific order or quote, as a client email." Feed it the rule and 

its aim improves next time. If a draft's tone is off, nudge in small steps — "shorter," "add 

a thank-you," "drop the line about price," "no exclamation marks" — or hand it one of 

your own best past replies and say "match the tone of this one."

Morning digest (scheduled task)

Paste this into the prompt field of a scheduled task so it runs on its own each morning 

and lands a one-screen briefing in your inbox.

Every morning at 9 a.m., generate a short morning digest for me with

three parts: (1) yesterday's key numbers, pulled from my connected

tools — pick the 3 most important; (2) everything on my calendar

today, in time order; (3) the single most important thing I should

deal with today. Keep the whole thing short enough to read on one

phone screen, and email it to me when it's done.

Talk to it the way you'd brief a new intern — plain, specific, no magic words needed.



Project planning — the timeline

Give it three humble inputs (your task list, the hard deadlines, and your real weekly 

hours), and it returns a timeline, the clashes, the critical path, and a resource plan. This 

one runs on the free web version — no app, no connected tools.

Here is my task list for the coming month, each item's deadline, and

my real available hours per week (not the theoretical maximum). Plan

me a timeline and flag: which tasks will collide in time, which is the

critical path (the one that, if it slips, delays the whole project),

which items I should do myself versus outsource, and where the most

likely bottleneck is. Make it a visual timeline card.

The make-or-break input is your available hours. Don't say "40" — that's the time you're 

seated, not the time you can give this one project after meetings, firefighting, and 

errands take their cut. A useful rule of thumb: real net hours are often only 50–70% of 

the nominal number. Feed it the smaller, slightly uncomfortable figure, and the plan will 

actually hold. If you have a helper or two, report each person's hours separately.

Project planning — delete first, then optimize

In the same conversation, run the plan through Musk's "delete before you do" pass. This 

is where a project schedule usually loses a third of its weight.

First, run this through Musk's "delete before you do" approach: which

of these tasks can I just cut and not do at all? Cut what can be cut,

and tell me why. Then re-plan the timeline with what's left, and point

out the single biggest bottleneck in this new plan — is it that I've

overbooked myself, that too much mechanical work sits on me alone, or

that two tasks depend on each other and take a roundabout path?

Meeting notes — turn a transcript into minutes

After any meeting, paste the transcript in and get back three clean blocks: minutes, 

decisions, and a who-by-when-does-what action table. The minutes step works on the 

free web version.

This is a meeting transcript. Organize it into three parts: (1)

meeting minutes (key points, in bullets); (2) decisions (what was

actually settled in this meeting); (3) an action-item table with three

columns — owner / due date / what specifically to do, each row

complete. Where information is missing, flag it for me to fill in —

don't guess. If you can't tell who said something, mark it "owner TBD"

rather than pinning it on a person.



The action table is the whole point. A line like "follow up on the marketing plan" — no 

owner, no date — is worthless. Make sure every row answers who, by when, and what 

specifically.

Meeting notes — build reminders and a recap

Switch to Cowork (the desktop app that can actually reach your tools) and have it turn 

each action item into a calendar reminder and draft a recap email — pausing for your 

approval before anything goes out.

Take each action item from these minutes and create a calendar event

with a reminder on my Google Calendar, copying over the owner and due

date. Then draft the full minutes as an email to send to everyone who

was in this meeting. Before sending, show me the recipient list and

the email content and wait for my okay before you send.

Appendix B — Quick Reference

Tool-selection table

Three verbs hold the whole table together: Chat is for answers, Cowork is for 

doing, Code is for scheduled, unattended runs. A few plain-language terms first, 

in case you skipped ahead: a connector is a plug that lets Claude reach into one of your 

apps (Gmail, Calendar, Drive); Projects is a folder that remembers your business 

background across conversations; an Artifact is a side panel where Claude shows a self-

contained piece of work like a chart or a dashboard; Cowork is the desktop app that can 

actually act on your tools, and it runs inside an isolated workspace on your own machine 

— not in the cloud, and it only sees folders you connect.

Your task is… Use this One-line memory hook

One-off, ask and go Claude Chat Ask and go — Chat

Repetitive but chat-sized; 

needs to remember your 

background

Chat + Projects Need it to remember — 

add Projects

Regular, spans several 

tools, needs to do the work

Claude Cowork Cross-tool doing — Cowork

On a clock, unattended 

(digest, weekly report)

Cowork scheduled task 

(runs on your machine — 

keep it awake)

Scheduled — Cowork, don't 

let it sleep



Runs even with the lid shut 

and the machine off

Claude Code Routines 

(technical, advanced)

Runs while off — that's 

Code

Spans systems; needs to 

drive a browser, clicking 

and filling

Code + Claude in Chrome / 

computer use

Browser-driving — Code

A note on what costs money, so nothing shows up grayed out: as of early 2026, Claude 

Chat, the connectors (Gmail / Calendar / Drive), Projects, and Artifacts 

work on the free tier — start there and pay nothing. Cowork, scheduled tasks, 

Claude Code, and Claude in Chrome need a paid plan — Pro is the entry point, 

roughly $20 a month month-to-month (around $17 a month billed annually), with Max 

and Team above it. Prices, plan names, and tiers shift; always verify the current details at 

claude.com/pricing. The durable idea — sort the task first, then pick the tool — never 

goes out of date.

The Pitfalls Checklist

One page of hard-won gotchas. Skim it before you build anything; come back to it when 

something doesn't behave.

Pitfall: Scheduled tasks need the computer awake. The zero-code scheduled task you 

build in Cowork runs on your own computer, not in the cloud. At the scheduled 

moment the machine must be on, awake, and the Cowork app open. Close the lid or let 

it sleep and that run is skipped — it back-fills the most recent missed run when you 

next wake the machine, but not at the original time, and not every run it missed in a 

row. For "runs with the lid closed," you need the more technical, cloud-based Claude 

Code Routines instead.

Pitfall: Gmail drafts only — it never sends. By default the Gmail connector reads your 

mail and writes drafts; the send function is not enabled. Even if you tell it to "send," it 

stops and leaves the email in your drafts. You always press send yourself, from Gmail. 

This is a deliberate safety rail, not a bug.

Pitfall: Installing a plugin is not the same as connecting the tools. A plugin or skill 

only puts the ability in Claude's toolbox. For it to actually touch your Gmail, calendar, 

QuickBooks, or PayPal, each of those connectors must still be authorized separately — 

its own login-and-approve page. Don't assume installing the pack did the connecting.

Pitfall: Give it your real available hours. When you tell a planner you have "40 

hours," it builds a fake timeline that collapses by week two. Subtract meetings, 

errands, and firefighting — the honest net figure is often only 50–70% of the nominal 



one. Feed it the smaller number. If you have helpers, report each person's hours on 

their own.

Pitfall: Static Artifacts versus live ones — know which you've got. A plain Artifact is a 

snapshot: accurate the moment it's made, and it never updates itself. Change a 

deadline tomorrow and the card is stale; you re-run it. A Live Artifact (Cowork only, 

paid plan) is a persistent, interactive page that pulls fresh data when you open it — but 

only because it's wired to your tools and runs on your local machine, so the computer 

and Cowork must be on for it to refresh. It can't be shared to another device.

Pitfall: Always keep a human in the loop on anything outbound. Sending an email, 

putting an event on someone else's calendar, moving money — these touch other 

people. Never let them fire automatically. Have Claude list the recipients and the 

content, you approve, then it acts. The Gmail drafts-only default is the first gate; this 

human-approval step is your second.

Pitfall: Think about privacy before you connect or paste. Anything you feed in can't be 

unfed. Before you paste a transcript or connect a source, ask whether it holds salaries, 

client secrets, or personal data that shouldn't go in — and redact it first. Deleting a 

paragraph takes a second; cleaning up afterward takes days. (Reassurance: Claude 

only sees what your own account can already see — but what you paste in is entirely 

your call.)

Pitfall: Verify current product details before you rely on them. Software moves fast. 

Prices, plan names, button labels, frequency limits, and skill counts all drift. 

Everything specific in this book is accurate as of early 2026 — treat the method as 

durable and confirm the specifics against Anthropic's current documentation before 

you lean on them.

Key Takeaways

 The four gates come first: leverage (judgment times leverage), first principles 

(delete before you automate), competence and moat, and inversion. Pass every task 

through them before you reach for a tool.

 The four use cases — inbox on demand, morning digest on a schedule, project 

planning, and meeting notes — each return time you used to spend by hand or carry 

in your head.



 The time you save is your startup capital — invest it in the work only you can 

do, never refill it with busywork.

 Keep the toolkit close: Appendix A's prompts are copy-paste ready; Appendix B's 

checklist catches the gotchas that trip up almost everyone — computers that sleep, 

drafts that don't send, plugins that aren't connected, and outbound actions that need 

a human's nod.

 This is Lesson 1. Reclaiming the time is the start; building a durable asset with it is 

the road ahead.

You have the time back and the toolkit in hand — now the real work begins: deciding 

what one thing is worth building with it.
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