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Every morning, before I remember what day it is, I already know what I am humming.

I wake up most mornings with a tune already playing in my head. It is rarely connected to anything I heard the day before, rarely related to whatever is waiting on my desk. It simply arrives, uninvited and complete, and it stays with me through the day — sometimes lifting me with a kind of unearned good cheer, sometimes trailing a thread of nostalgia I cannot immediately place, sometimes arriving fierce and driving, as if some part of me had already decided, before I was fully awake, that today would require resolve rather than rest. I have never chosen these songs. I have simply learned, over more than sixty years, to trust that whatever arrives is telling me something true about the day ahead, before the day itself has had the chance to.

This book grew out of the slow realization that this small daily habit is not a quirk sitting beside my life. It is closer to the operating system underneath it. I am a physician — a professor of radiation oncology, and for the past three decades a researcher in photobiomodulation, the use of light itself as a therapeutic tool. I have spent my working life at exactly the point where the body's fragility and its extraordinary, stubborn capacity for repair meet each other, often in the same appointment, sometimes in the same sentence. And for every single year of that career, without exception, music has been in the room with me — not as a soundtrack to a life happening elsewhere, but as one of the instruments, alongside medicine itself, with which I have tried to understand what I was seeing.

It would have been simpler, in some ways, to write this book as a straightforward account of a life — childhood, training, career, family, illness, recovery — with music arriving, chapter by chapter, as a kind of accompaniment to events that would have happened with or without it. I tried an early version of exactly that structure, and it taught me something important by failing to satisfy me: told that way, the music becomes decoration. A fine soundtrack to a physician's memoir, perhaps, but not the subject the book actually wanted to be about. Because the truth, as I have come to understand it after a lifetime of paying close attention to both medicine and music, is closer to the reverse. The music was never illustrating my life. It was, more often than I initially realized, already there ahead of me — Schubert had already composed the exact shape of a particular grief before I ever felt it personally; Dire Straits had already found, in six unhurried minutes of guitar, the precise discipline of restraint I would later need to bring to a laboratory bench. Living came second. The music had already done the work of understanding.

So this book is organized differently. Instead of following the calendar of one man's years, it follows the calendar of feeling: joy, sorrow, resilience, the particular vertigo of delivering a diagnosis, the fierce tenderness of teaching a student or raising a son, the specific elation of a discovery finally confirmed after years of doubt, the sensual pleasures of a good table, a mountain trail, a life shared. Each chapter takes one such state and asks what the great composers — Bach, Mozart, Chopin, Schubert, Beethoven, Ravel, Stravinsky — and the musicians of my own lifetime — the Beatles, Dire Straits and Mark Knopfler, Sting, Coltrane and Miles Davis, Kygo, the great voices of French chanson — already understood about it, often decades or centuries before I arrived at the same understanding by another route entirely: the bedside, the operating theatre, the family kitchen, the funeral.

I want to be honest about what this book is not. It is not a conventional set of memoirs illustrated with musical references, and it is not a work of musicology written by an amateur enthusiast. It is something closer to a physician's case notes on the great composers and the music of his own time — an attempt, chapter by chapter, to describe with genuine clinical attentiveness what a particular piece of music actually does: to a mind under grief, to a body under stress, to a room holding both hope and fear at once. I have spent a career learning to look closely at what happens inside a human body during crisis and repair. I have turned that same close attention, in these pages, on what happens inside a piece of music, and inside the person listening to it, at the moments that matter most.

The balance between classical and contemporary music running through this book is not a stylistic device. It is simply how I have always lived. I do not experience Schubert as belonging to a more serious category of listening than Dire Straits, or Ravel as more worthy of attention than Kygo. Each has arrived, at different moments of my life, with exactly the precision the moment required, and I have never felt the need to rank them. If anything, three decades spent bringing scientific rigor to a field — photobiomodulation — that was once dismissed as too imprecise to take seriously has only sharpened my conviction that precision and popularity are not opposites, in medicine or in music. The measure that matters is whether the thing works, whether it reaches exactly the place it needs to reach. By that measure, a Dire Straits guitar solo and a Schubert impromptu have, more than once in my life, done precisely the same job.

This is, finally, a book about resilience — but not the loud kind. I have watched too many patients face genuine catastrophe with quiet dignity to believe that resilience announces itself. It hums. It arrives most mornings as an ordinary tune, uninvited, asking for nothing more than to be noticed, and it carries a person through a day that might otherwise have been unbearable. That, I have come to believe, is what the great composers were actually doing, across three centuries and every genre that followed them: not soothing us into forgetting our difficulties, but composing, with extraordinary precision, the exact company we would need to carry them.

I invite you to read this book the way I have lived the life inside it — not from beginning to end as a single unbroken argument, but the way one moves through a morning already carrying a tune: open to wherever the next chapter's feeling meets your own. Wherever you begin, I hope you finish it, as I have finished every difficult year of my own life so far, still humming.

MOVEMENT I

JOY AS A DISCIPLINE

The deliberate, daily choice of wonder
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Chapter 1 — Joy
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With: The Beatles, "Here Comes the Sun"; Vivaldi, "Spring" (The Four Seasons)

There is a tune waiting for me before I am fully awake. It arrives the way weather arrives — uninvited, already in progress — and by the time my eyes open it has usually been playing for some time in a room just behind my thoughts. Some mornings it is a phrase of Mozart. Some mornings, more often than I can explain, it is George Harrison's guitar, that unhurried, unclenching figure that seems to physically loosen the chest. I have never chosen it. I have only ever noticed it was already there, and decided, every single morning of my adult life, to let it stay.

This is the first thing I want to say about joy, before I say anything else: it is not a mood that happens to me. It is a practice I keep. And like any practice — scales for a violinist, laps for a swimmer, rounds for a young resident — it is not always easy, and it does not depend on the day ahead being easy either.

The days ahead, in my case, are rarely easy. I have spent my working life in oncology, first as a resident learning to say the word "cancer" out loud to a stranger without my voice betraying me, and for many years now as a consultant and teacher — advising colleagues on difficult cases, lecturing residents on radiotherapy technique, and for the past two decades building, defending, and refining the case for photobiomodulation as a way to spare patients some of the collateral suffering that our treatments can cause. It is demanding work. Some mornings I already know, before I have poured the coffee, which conversation of the day will be the hard one — which family, which scan, which name.

And yet the kitchen, at seven, is loud with something else entirely.

My youngest is at the table, hair impossible, one sock somewhere in the apartment that will not be found until Thursday, negotiating — as he does every morning, as if the outcome were ever in doubt — for five more minutes of cartoons in exchange for finishing his cereal. My wife is at the counter, half-listening to him, half-listening to the radio, entirely awake in a way I am still catching up to. And I am standing at the stove, badly, cheerfully off-key, doing to whatever tune woke me exactly what I did to it as a boy myself: humming it too loudly, getting the words wrong, handing it across the table like something I am not quite ready to let go of yet. My son groans. My wife laughs. The eggs, inevitably, are one minute from burning.

This fifteen minutes — this particular, unremarkable, endlessly repeated fifteen minutes — is not an escape from the work I am about to do. It is the preparation for it. I have come to believe that you cannot walk into an oncology ward carrying only what the ward gives you. You have to bring something in with you. For me, that something is assembled here, at this table, in this noise, before eight in the morning, and it travels with me the whole drive to the hospital the way a scent travels in a coat.

I think often of Harrison writing "Here Comes the Sun" not in some easy season of his life, but during one of the hardest — the band fraying, the business tangled in lawyers and meetings he had come to dread, his own health poor enough that he had skipped one such meeting entirely to sit in a friend's garden instead. The song was not written by a man to whom joy had simply happened. It was written by a man who, on one particular spring morning, after a long and specifically named winter, decided to notice the sun anyway, and to say so, simply, without irony and without apology. That is not naivety. Naivety does not survive a winter like the one he had just come through. What survives a winter like that, if anything does, is discipline — the decision, renewed daily, to keep an eye open for the thing that is coming back, rather than only for the thing that has been lost.

Vivaldi understood something adjacent to this, three centuries earlier, in the first of his four concerti for the seasons. "Spring" is not a naive piece of music either, however sweetly it is often played. Listen closely to the writing beneath the birdsong and the dancing shepherds and you find genuine tension in it — a thunderstorm interrupts the pastoral scene in the first movement, and the music does not pretend the storm away. It simply does not let the storm have the last word. The birds return after it. The shepherds resume their dance. Vivaldi's spring is not a spring that has never seen winter; it is a spring that has, and comes back regardless, on schedule, because that is what spring does. I find something almost clinical in the reliability of that structure — a doctor's kind of comfort. Seasons recur. So, if we let them, do mornings.

I did not always know how to do this. There was a period of my life — I will come to it later in this book, because it changed everything that came after — when the mornings were not easy to inhabit, when the idea of humming anything at all felt like a betrayal of what had just happened to my family. Grief does not make room for a tune. But I remember, with real clarity, the particular morning when a song came back — not because I summoned it, but because a much older woman in my life, half-drowning in her own losses at the time, kept singing anyway, kept playing anyway, kept insisting, without ever once saying so out loud, that a house could hold both sorrow and a tune in the same room. I did not understand at eight years old what she was teaching me. I understand it now, most mornings, at the stove.

There is a kind of medicine in that lesson that I have carried directly into my clinical life, and directly into my teaching. When I stand in front of a room of residents now — the ones who will, within a few years, be the ones saying "cancer" out loud to a stranger for the first time — I try to give them more than protocols and dose constraints and the growing evidence base for combining radiotherapy with photobiomodulation to protect healthy tissue. I try to give them permission. Permission to still find something joyful on a hard day. Permission to hum, badly, on the way to a difficult conversation, not because the conversation will be easy, but because the version of themselves that walks in already flattened by dread will be less useful to the patient than the version that walks in carrying something warm from the kitchen table. Joy, in this sense, is not the opposite of gravity. It is one of the conditions that makes gravity bearable to carry, day after day, for a career instead of a season.

By eight, the kitchen empties in its usual scramble — a missing shoe, a forgotten folder, a last kiss thrown more than delivered — and I am in the car, and the tune is still there, quieter now, running underneath the traffic report like a current under a river. I drive past the hospital gates still half-humming it. Somewhere on the ward above me, a chart is already open with a name on it that I do not yet know, and by the end of the morning I will know it very well. I go in anyway, on purpose, carrying the sun in with me, because I have learned — slowly, and at some cost — that the sun is not something you wait for the weather to provide. Some mornings you have to be the one who brings it up the stairs.
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Chapter 2 — An Appetite for Celebration
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With: Jean-Jacques Goldman, "Il suffira d'un signe"; Alain Souchon, "J'veux du soleil"; Ravel, "Alborada del gracioso"; Stevie Wonder, "Happy Birthday"; Beethoven, Symphony No. 9 ("Ode to Joy")

The tie was the problem, and the tie was also entirely the point. It was rubber, improbably bright, printed with a jumbled little orchestra — a piano keyboard running diagonally across it, a trumpet, a saxophone caught mid-note — the kind of object a serious oncologist has no business owning, still less wearing to greet forty-odd friends filing through his own front door. I wore it anyway, on the night I turned forty, because that particular tie seemed to say out loud something I did not yet have the words for: that a life spent around illness could still, without contradiction, be a life devoutly organized around joy.

By nine that evening the apartment could not hold another person and did anyway. Coats piled on every bed. Someone had commandeered the sound system before I could get to it, which was as it should be. And at the center of the room, cold to the hand and absurd in scale, stood a Jeroboam of Dom Pérignon — the kind of bottle that exists less to be drunk than to be shared, since one person alone could never make a dent in it, which is, I have come to think, rather the whole moral of a good bottle. You don't open something that size for yourself. You open it because you have counted, with something like disbelief, how many people showed up.

I remember lifting it — both arms, theatrically, because forty friends deserve theater — while Goldman's "Il suffira d'un signe" was still playing from somewhere near the window, that particular Goldman warmth that has scored half the good nights of my generation without either of us quite noticing it becoming the soundtrack. Souchon came on not long after — "J'veux du soleil," sunny and slightly absurd and completely sincere at once, which is Souchon's whole genius — and somewhere in the middle of the night, Ravel's "Alborada del gracioso" got played too loud by somebody who clearly loved it as much as I do: that fierce, dawn-lit, unapologetically Spanish burst of a piece, all castanets and swagger dressed in orchestral French tailoring. And then, because certain rituals do not need permission, the room simply arrived, unrehearsed and off-key and completely unanimous, at Stevie Wonder's "Happy Birthday" — that irresistible insistence that a birthday is worth an entire song, not just a chorus tacked onto silence. Forty adults, several of them distinguished colleagues who spend their working lives delivering grave news with appropriate gravity, singing at the top of their lungs in a crowded Nice apartment. I have rarely felt so completely located in my own life as I did in that particular five minutes.

There is a strange kinship between that unrehearsed chorus and one of the most famous choral passages ever composed. Beethoven's Ninth ends with hundreds of voices proclaiming, in Schiller's words, that all humanity will become brothers — an enormous, deliberately engineered eruption of collective joy, built to be sung by a full chorus and meant, from its very first performance, to feel like something larger than any single voice in the room. Forty friends singing off-key in a Nice apartment are not, obviously, the Ninth Symphony. But the structure is the same: joy that only becomes fully itself once it stops being private and starts being sung, badly and gladly, by everyone present at once. I have never needed a concert hall to recognize the feeling. I have only ever needed enough people in one room, willing to sing something together without worrying whether it sounded good.

We drank the Jeroboam down to something manageable by midnight. Wine of that stature is not, in the end, about the wine. It is about the fact that pouring it obliges you to keep circulating, glass in hand, toward one more conversation, one more friend you have not yet greeted, one more toast. A good bottle, shared properly, is really just an excuse to stay in the room a little longer than you meant to.

I tell this story not because turning forty is, on its own, a philosophically significant event — plenty of people manage it without a rubber tie or a Jeroboam — but because that night crystallized something I had already been practicing without naming it: the pleasure of the table, of good food and better company and a glass raised in genuine company, is not a minor joy tucked in alongside the important ones. In a life spent largely in rooms where families receive difficult news, the capacity to also throw yourself, without irony, into a birthday song is not a distraction from the seriousness of the work. It is one of the disciplines that makes the seriousness sustainable.

And once you start counting the varieties of joy that a life like mine actually contains, the birthday table turns out to be only one entry on a much longer list.

There is, first, a joy that belongs to no one person in the room and to everyone in it at once: the joy of a patient told, after a long season of scans and treatment and waiting, that the disease has gone. I have stood in that particular silence many times — the half-second before anyone dares believe it, and then the sound that follows, which is never quite laughter and never quite tears but some new category the body invents on the spot. The family's joy in that moment is enormous and entirely theirs. But there is a smaller, quieter joy that belongs to the physician standing at the foot of the bed, watching it happen, and I have never found it appropriate to call that joy by any lesser name. You do not become immune to it by seeing it often. If anything, thirty years in, it has only become more startling — the privilege of being, professionally, in the room where that particular kind of news gets delivered.

There is a second joy, smaller in stakes but not in intensity, that I remember from a much younger version of myself: the joy of results posted, of a concours passed, of a name found on a list you had spent months afraid would not include it. It is a narrower joy than the one above — more personal, more about relief than about grace — but it belongs on the list too, because it is often the first joy a young doctor learns to trust, long before there is a patient in the room at all.

And there is a third joy that I did not choose so much as inherit, and that has quietly outlasted every other kind: the joy of singing, simply for the pleasure of it, which runs through my family like a second bloodstream. My grandmother — the same grandmother who kept a house full of song even in its hardest years, and to whom this book will return more than once — had trained as an opera singer in her youth, a genuinely fine voice, never quite made professional, but entirely serious in its way. Her eldest daughter, my aunt, helped raise my brother and me after we lost our mother, spent nearly fifty years behind the counter of her own pharmacy, and is a centenarian today — and to this day, from what I am told, she hums. Not occasionally. Constantly, unselfconsciously, from the moment she wakes. Her own father had exactly the same habit, the same
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