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Preface
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Music reaches us long before we know its name. It slips quietly into our memory and waits there – patient and unassuming – until we need it most. It ties our past to our present, echoes who we were, and carries us toward who we might become. Music shapes and empowers us more than we realise.

This book grew from conversations with musicians, listeners, writers, managers, curators, and people I met at gigs and concerts. Over the years, I have heard countless stories about how music shapes lives: moments of revelation, deeply personal memories, and tales of how music first entered someone’s life. What struck me most was how music touches each person differently. Why does one listener feel transformed by a song while another remains unmoved? Do we hear the same way? Is the person next to me hearing what I am hearing? What happens in the brain and body when music reaches us?

Those who have contributed their experiences to the book will help you to see how music can alter perspectives, allow expression, and provide the catharsis needed when dealing with stressful situations.  Alongside these lived experiences, I’ve included a little of the science that explains why music affects us so profoundly. I have integrated this research not to overwhelm or distance the reader, but to act as a companion to the personal narratives.

The heart of this book remains grounded in the voices of those who trusted me with their stories. It is here that the deepest insights are found. While the contributors come from different backgrounds, their experiences share striking similarities. They speak of music as a way of finding comfort, rebellion, identity, healing, and connection. My role has been to weave their insights together to deepen the conversation and create a space where you might recognise your own musical story or relate to these experiences to discover how music fits into your own life.

As you read, I invite you to listen—not just to the music mentioned here, but to the music in your life. Consider the songs that stayed; the ones that healed you or found you when you weren’t looking. Perhaps there is a piece you thought you didn’t like, until the day it touched your soul and you finally understood. If these pages spark a memory, open a door, or help you rediscover a part of yourself you thought was misplaced, then this book has done what it set out to do.

Thank you for joining this conversation, and thank you to every person who shared their story with honesty and courage. This book exists because of you. 

––––––––

[image: ]


How To Use This Book

This book isn’t something you need to read in one sitting or in strict order. Think of it as a companion, something you can dip into when you need clarity, comfort, curiosity, or simply a reminder of what music can do for you.

Here are a few ways to get the most from it:


	
Read with your own soundtrack in mind. As you read, notice the songs, artists, or sounds that rise to the surface and think of your own. These memories are part of your story. Keep a notebook nearby if you like; you may find patterns emerging.

	
Let the science support the stories. There is some research included, but it is not meant to intimidate or overwhelm you. It’s there to help you understand why music affects you the way it does. If you’re not in a scientific mood, skim lightly. The emotional truth will still land.

	
Pause when something resonates. If a sentence, memory, or story catches you, stop for a moment. Let it settle. These pauses are where the real shifts happen.

	
Try things out as you go. You’ll come across ideas you can use immediately that you find in the experiences of others, while other ideas may come later. Read, enjoy, experiment, and then see what works for you.

	
Move at your own pace. Some chapters may speak to you more strongly than others. That’s normal because our relationship with music is personal, and it will meet you differently depending on where you are in your life.

	
Treat this as a conversation. You’ll meet people in these pages who have generously shared their experiences. Let their stories sit alongside your own. You may find comfort, recognition, or even a new way of seeing yourself. You could even try writing your story down in the way the people in the book have shared their stories. 


	
Return whenever you need to. Music changes as we change. What you read today may feel different in a year, or even before then. This book is designed to grow with you.
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Introduction
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We all have a superpower, one that stays with us from before we are born. It isn’t rare, hidden, or reserved for the gifted; it is something we all carry. It can calm, energise, help us think more clearly, and carry us through moments when we lack the words to express how we feel. Most of us use it without ever realising its strength. That superpower is music.

Music can heal, support, and help us solve problems. When we feel overwhelmed, it is an ever-present resource. We can create it ourselves or enjoy it when others share it with us. It is always ready, woven through our lives in ways we often don’t notice until we stop and listen. In this book, you will learn how people have used music at different stages in their lives, how it has transformed them—dramatically or subtly—and how you, too, can use it to enrich your own life. Whether we are navigating a deeply emotional event, moving through a quiet, ordinary day, or feeling elated, music is our constant anchor. It adds colour to our memories and steadies our steps.

A melody can lift you; a rhythm can energise you, and a song can resurrect a moment you thought you’d forgotten. Music has a way of finding us exactly when we need it. What makes one person smile may make another cringe; different music affects each of us uniquely, and we shall see why. Can you imagine adverts without music, or television programmes, films, weddings, or funerals? Without music, the world would be a very different place. Certain tracks – even just a few notes– can spark vivid associations and emotions.

For many of us, our earliest memories are tied to sound. As a child, I didn’t realise how deeply music was stitching itself into my life; I only knew how certain pieces made me feel. I still remember the calm that crept over me while hearing my sister play Beethoven’s “Für Elise”, or the delight of hearing Ian Dury’s irreverent "Hit Me With Your Rhythm Stick" for the first time. Other songs, such as Led Zeppelin’s "Stairway to Heaven," Gary Numan’s "Cars," Soft Cell’s "Tainted Love," and the sweeping music of Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess, have stayed with me—each one a doorway back to a moment, a place, or a version of myself. Not every memory is pleasant, of course; being made to sit through Mendelssohn’s Elijah far too young certainly left its mark.

Just as music holds my memories, it holds yours. Think for a moment about the songs that have travelled with you, the ones that lift you instantly or stop you in your tracks because they belong to someone you loved, someone you lost, or a moment you still feel deeply. Music doesn't simply accompany our lives; it shapes them, colours them, and may change their direction entirely. It affects our emotions, creates atmosphere, and can even alter our thought processes. It can burst into our lives, loud and impossible to ignore, or slip quietly into the background. Either way, it leaves a mark.

I have observed wonderful things through music. Throughout this book, you will hear firsthand reports from people who shared how music found them. I have also noticed the transformation that occurs at a concert, gig, or festival. People arrive in groups or alone, often feeling a bit unsure. They find their seats or stand in the crowd. Then, the music plays. Shared smiles, nods, and appreciative claps begin, and the barriers that once divided people seem to shrink. These small interactions grow, and by the time the music stops, we feel a connection to the performers and the strangers around us. We arrived as individuals, but we leave having shared an experience. Music provided that common ground; whether it blew our minds or left us cold, it connected us in that time and space.

Despite this power, most of us move through life using music passively, letting it drift in and out of our consciousness. We treat it as background noise when, in truth, it can be a deliberate tool to support our wellbeing, deepen our experiences, and help us navigate the world with greater clarity. This book is an invitation to use music actively—to understand how it works within us and discover how it can transform your life. Rather than listening to music passively, I invite you to listen to it intentionally, wherever it finds you.

In these pages, you’ll meet people whose lives have been redirected by music. Some found comfort during difficult times; others discovered joy or confidence they didn’t know they were missing. Their stories share a simple truth: music has a remarkable ability to show up when we need it most. And once it finds us, something shifts. Its presence threads itself through our story, becoming part of who we are. As you finish each chapter, take a moment to reflect and consider how the stories resonate and how music has impacted your life. 

If music can shape our memories and shift our emotions, what exactly is happening beneath the surface? Before we meet the people, whose stories fill this book, we’ll look at the remarkable ways the brain responds to music, often long before we realise it. Understanding this is the first step in recognising just how powerful your musical superpower truly is.

So, let us see where the music in your life might lead you. 
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Chapter 1
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How Music Works

When we listen to music, it can stir powerful reactions, yet we rarely pause to consider how this happens or why it moves us so deeply. Sound, rhythm, and melody engage both the brain and the body; yet, because we are all unique, we each experience music in our own way. What moves one person may leave another untouched. Music remains constant; it is our personal response that makes the experience unique.

You don’t have to be a musician to understand how music influences you. You don’t need perfect pitch, a trained voice, or knowledge of music theory. From our first breath—and even earlier, within the womb—rhythm and sound surround us. We hear our mother’s heartbeat, steady and close, and instinctively associate it with comfort.  We recognize the sound and tone of our mother’s voice long before we understand language. Our nervous systems respond to tone, cadence, and vibration, whether gentle or harsh. While a sudden loud noise causes the body to tense, a soft melody can settle us.

Sound is our earliest form of communication. We cry to express need, murmur to convey comfort, and chuckle with delight. Lullabies and musical toys become signals of safety, reinforcing the feeling of being cared for. Research in developmental psychology, including notable work by Sandra Trehub and Laurel Trainor, confirms that infants respond to rhythm, pitch, and tone before they can understand language. This suggests that music reaches us at an instinctive, primal level.

In these early stages, repetition is as vital as melody. A familiar tune, sung night after night, signals that it is time to rest. Long before we can process logic, sound gives shape to our feelings. Research by Isabelle Peretz and her colleagues (see references) has shown that even young children can distinguish emotional tones in music, recognizing the difference between tension, calm, and playfulness. As we grow, we absorb sounds and begin to distinguish between tone, volume, pitch, and rhythm. Almost instinctively, we sense the emotions carried within a song or melody, learning to feel the differences between what unsettles us and what soothes us. A playful nursery rhyme invites movement—clapping hands or tapping feet—proving that music can be a physical experience as much as an auditory one.

Even silence carries meaning. It might be a deliberate pause before a note or a moment of stillness that compels us to listen more closely. We recognize that music holds significance long before we have the vocabulary to describe it. Music reaches places words cannot; it slips past logic and our defences, and the stories about who we tell ourselves we are, moving straight to the nervous system, memory centres, and emotional core. Neuroscientists such as Aniruddh Patel have described how music bypasses traditional linguistic processing to interact directly with these deeper systems.

Unbeknownst to us, we are born with the superpower of sound. When those sounds are ordered and shaped with intention, something even more profound emerges: the power of music. 

How Music Affects the Brain

Think about how quickly music can shift your emotional state. You might feel stressed or exhausted until a certain song plays and changes everything—your shoulders relax, your breathing slows, and your mind clears. You begin to feel like yourself again. Or perhaps you are working away with the radio in the background when, suddenly, a melody transports you to another time and place. This isn’t magic; it’s biology.

Music interacts directly with several key areas of the brain:

The Amygdala: Processes emotion.

The Hippocampus: Stores and retrieves memory.

The Prefrontal Cortex: Supports focus and decision-making.

The Motor Cortex: Controls physical movement.

The Vagus Nerve: Helps regulate the body's stress response.

When we hear music, these areas become active and create different emotional and physiological responses. We have two amygdalae, one in each hemisphere of the brain, which play a vital role in regulating emotion and connecting stimuli to memories. They influence our "fight or flight" response, our social behavior, and how we interpret social cues.

The amygdalae interact with the hippocampus to consolidate memories and associations—such as a specific sound linked to a meaningful occasion. Research by Petr Janata and others has shown how the hippocampus binds music to "autobiographical memory." These studies demonstrate that when we hear certain pieces, the hippocampus links the sound to personal experiences, strengthening our neural pathways for memory retrieval. This explains why a song can evoke a vivid, lived memory, and why that same song might mean something entirely different to the person sitting next to you. We form deep attachments to music because our brains effectively "hardwire" these sounds to our most significant emotions.

The prefrontal cortex influences our decision-making, focus, and planning—essentially how we interact with the world. It supports problem-solving and impulse control, and music has the unique ability to either engage or quiet this area. This duality explains why music can help us achieve deep focus or, conversely, help us "let go" and relax.

Meanwhile, the motor cortex regulates voluntary movement, such as dancing, tapping your feet, or nodding your head. It translates thoughts into physical action and plays a surprising role in memory. Try keeping still while listening to your favorite upbeat track—it is nearly impossible.

Beyond the brain, the vagus nerve helps regulate the body’s automatic rhythms, including your heartbeat and breathing rate. It is a key player in calming the body after a period of stress. Research by Stephen Porges and others has shown that activities like humming, singing, and intentional slow exhalation can actively reduce stress levels by stimulating this nerve.

With these various systems stimulated by sound, it is no wonder so many of us rely on music as a background companion while we work or think. Beyond mere stimulation, music triggers the release of dopamine, the chemical associated with pleasure, motivation, and reward. The right song can feel like a deep breath for the soul. Neuroscientists like Valorie Salimpoor have demonstrated this by tracking dopamine surges during "peak" emotional moments in music. When a piece hits that "sweet spot," the resulting surge makes you feel incredible, forever anchoring that music to the emotions of the moment.  
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