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Stephan Schäfer is a debut author from Germany whose novel 25 Summers has struck a chord with readers worldwide. The book has been critically acclaimed in the German press, with major publications like Die Zeit and NDR Kulturjournal praising it for its heartwarming message and emotional depth. Schäfer’s charming, simple writing style has resonated with audiences of all ages, and his book continues to top bestseller lists in Germany.


 


Sarah Pybus has been translating from German for almost twenty years. She was nominated for the 2025 Wainwright Prize for Conservation Writing and enjoys outdoor swimming almost as much as the characters in this book.
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5.12 a.m. Every day I woke up at the same time. It had been this way for months. Whatever the day of the week, no matter how late I went to bed or which herbal tea I drank. And so it was that Saturday in June. I had traveled to the countryside alone; my wife was attending a training course and our children were away with friends. Usually we spent the weekends together in a little house in the country. It was about an hour away, in beautiful surroundings, with a large linden tree in the garden and an old greenhouse in which we tried our hands at growing tomatoes, carrots, zucchinis and pumpkins. We picked berries from our boundary hedge and turned them into jam. A homemade wooden swing hung slightly crookedly from a branch, and tall grasses and wildflowers grew wherever they pleased. It was more of a wilderness than a show garden.


We adored the blend of city and country, the shift between hubbub and quiet. All four of us agreed that this should be the rhythm of our lives. The foundation of our family. Our sanctuary; our great, rented joy.


And yet, somehow, I had lost my equilibrium. I had worked hard for the privilege of escaping into nature at the weekends – but even here, I seldom found peace, and even then, only for a few moments. My mind was rarely still; I carried work with me at all times, invisible baggage. In the past I would gladly fritter away entire days, saw idleness as a virtue – but with every year I worked, and with every new smartphone, I became more and more tied to my responsibilities, no matter where I was.


I certainly wasn’t the only one. Friends would talk of reading half a book in one night, their thoughts keeping them from sleep. Others would continue writing emails into the small hours or exercise at the crack of dawn to try to shake off the burden of everyday life.


That Saturday morning, I chose the third option, putting on my running shoes and setting off at an unearthly hour. At work, I would spend ten to twelve (and often more) hours a day in the office or traveling, breathing conditioned air, sitting in front of a computer or on trains, my head filled with problems to be solved, so I hoped this run would bring me a slower pace, fresh air, inner balance. Even now, I vividly recall how clear and still the morning was. How I tried to observe the rising sun with intention. To enjoy the beauty that surrounded me; to be truly present, and not just physically.


Everything I wanted was here: the early morning dew on the green pastures, the trilling of a blackbird, the soft forest ground beneath my feet. But there was also a wall of glass separating me from the world.


And so with every step I took, I moved closer not to nature, to the feeling of lightness I longed for, but to my mental workstation. And once again, it was overflowing: the conference next Tuesday; yesterday’s discussion; the list of people I needed to email straight after breakfast or chase up with a phone call. Not to mention that I still needed to choose and buy a birthday present for my aunt.


There was always something. This wasn’t a life; it was a slog.


Ask me what I’d done in any given thirty minutes and I wouldn’t be able to recall who I’d met or the turns I had taken. But one thing was clear, and I felt it stifling me, weighing me down: somewhere in my life, I had taken the wrong turning, lost my inner compass. Until a few years ago I had been happy and free; I loved the things I did, both at work and outside it. Over the years, though, I had taken on more and more obligations in exchange for less and less freedom. It wasn’t a conscious decision; it had crept up on me. I had become an optimizer, one of those people whose lives revolve around work, recognition and making money. Hard on themselves, rarely satisfied, resolute, not relaxed. Driven by deadlines, by their own expectations and those of others. I didn’t want what I had; I wanted what I didn’t have. That morning, I wasn’t the early bird happily catching the worm, I was the exhausted sparrow brooding in my prison of a cage. It didn’t feel right and it didn’t feel good. It certainly didn’t feel like the person I actually was – and definitely not like the person I wanted to be.


As I trotted through the forest, disorientated and aimless, I thought of something I’d read a few days before. When everything gets too much, your thoughts start to go round and round in circles. To break the cycle, every so often you need to do something totally out of the ordinary. I deliberated for a moment. An image popped into my head of the tranquil lake between the forest and our house. Usually I would run straight past it. It never occurred to me to go for an early morning swim; either I didn’t have my trunks, or I didn’t have a towel, or the water was too cold. But it might add a little adventure to my day. I remembered visiting the outdoor pool as a child, and what I would do when I wanted to stop seeing, hearing, feeling. I would hold my body rigid and allow myself to descend to the bottom of the pool, the world muffled and blurry around me, and a little more distant with every centimeter I sank. When I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, I would let out a few air bubbles and swim back to the surface.


I would simply take the plunge.


It was an enticing thought.


I headed in the direction of the lake.
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A narrow path led me directly to the shore. The water was tranquility itself. The boughs of an alder dozed in the reeds. I stopped by a handmade wooden bench. One plank, two tree stumps. Nothing more, nothing less. What a peaceful, beautiful place. The language of nature requires no translation, no instruction leaflet. Breathe in deeply, breathe out slowly.


I was just thinking that paradise is infinitely better than paperwork when I was startled by a rustling. I turned around. A man emerged from the bushes and walked towards me, wet and – most notably – naked. He had, I assumed, just got out of the lake. He was tall and slender with an upright posture, a ruddy nose, thick, grey hair and a warm smile that extended to his twinkling eyes. I would have said he was in his mid-sixties.


‘Hello there, did you fall out of bed too?’ he asked, his face dripping.


‘Out of life, more like,’ I blurted out. To this day, I have no idea why I said it. Pouring my heart out to total strangers in the undergrowth wasn’t exactly one of my core competencies. Here, in this moment, the thing I usually kept so carefully hidden from both myself and others had suddenly revealed itself, candid and unguarded.


The man appeared to take this as an invitation. ‘I’m Karl,’ he said. He walked over to his bike, which was propped against a tree, took a towel from the pannier and dried himself off. ‘We haven’t met before, have we?’ he asked.


‘I don’t think so, no,’ I replied.


‘Nice to meet you,’ Karl said.


I still remember the warmth in his voice, the approachable look in his eyes, and his open and inviting manner – and how astonished I was that our conversation didn’t simply end there. By now, anyone else would have wished me a ‘nice weekend’ and cycled off without another word. But Karl continued to ask questions with interest.


‘How come you’ve never swum here before? The water’s so clear, so refreshing, so soothing. I do two hundred and twenty-three lengths every day from Easter to November.’


‘Good question. I can’t really say why,’ I told him, truly at a loss. ‘Maybe the opportunity simply hasn’t presented itself before?’


Karl was delighted. ‘Well, then, I’d say it’s time to get yourself in the water! You can have my towel.’


Simply take the plunge.


I hesitated a moment before taking off my clothes and tiptoeing gingerly down to the water. The bank was slippery and I held on to a shrub, a blue dragonfly hovering over me, a tiny, shimmering lifeguard. Karl was right: the water was clear, and gentle on the skin. I glided in slowly and swam a few lengths. It felt so good, so simple. The freshness of the lake; the sense that, with every stroke I took, I removed myself a little more from my burdens. They could wait on the shore, just for a little while.


It was the most liberating thing I’d done for myself in a long time. A school of tiny fish fled into the reeds.


I took a deep breath and immersed myself.


 


Returning to the shore, I would have loved to shake myself off like a wet dog. Karl held out his towel unprompted and uttered just one word: ‘And?’ He knew the answer.


‘Glorious!’ I exclaimed. We looked at the water in admiration. A place of clarity and light. Like a declaration of love to life itself. Salve for the soul. ‘I’m wondering why I didn’t do it much sooner.’


Karl looked at me thoughtfully before speaking. ‘Sometimes we lose sight of the things that are good for us. But there’s one thing I know for certain: the first cup of coffee after a swim is the best cup of the day. I’d love for you to join me. My farm is just around the corner.’


So there I stood, on a summer Saturday, with an invitation from a man I had never met before. I could have come up with thousands of perfectly good reasons to politely decline. The email I needed to write after breakfast, the shopping I still needed to do, the fact that this man was a complete stranger. But that wasn’t what I said. My answer came without the slightest misgiving. I simply accepted.


‘Okay, great. Give me your address. I’ll just run home quickly and change.’


As we walked back to the road together, Karl suddenly turned around. He bent down, gathered a few sticks and stones and fashioned a smiley face on the wooden bench. The way only children usually do. ‘If anyone else comes, I want them to have as nice a start to their day as we did,’ he said.
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Forty-five minutes later, I steered my car through the entrance to Karl’s farm. I stopped the car for a moment, put on the handbrake and took a deep breath. Back at the house, I had rushed to get ready, not wanting to keep Karl waiting. But, as I showered, I had realized how hasty I’d been in promising my time away. I’d actually had plans for the morning: shopping, calling various friends and family members, paying a stack of bills, answering messages that had been piling up. My to-do list was never-ending, and yet I’d carelessly agreed to drink coffee with a stranger. But my sense of propriety left me no other choice. I couldn’t cancel; I didn’t have Karl’s phone number. And so I felt duty-bound to go through with it and postpone my errands. I reassured myself that I’d have plenty of time for them in the afternoon – so I’d grabbed my keys, shut the door behind me and set off.


Gravel, an old yellow-brick farmhouse flanked by two large barns, a small riding arena, scores of fragrant lilacs in violet, white and blue. A group of children playing blind man’s bluff, two horses trotting elegantly round the field, a rusty plough playing truant behind a bale of hay. Country life in action, an idyll of chaos and coexistence.


My first thought was that, actually, it was good that I was here. My second thought was, why didn’t I come on my bike? Sheepishly, I parked next to a red tractor. Karl emerged from the front door, his arms outstretched. ‘Wonderful, there you are! Did you find it alright? Come in!’ He was wearing ochre corduroy trousers, a blue polo shirt missing its top button, and sandals without socks. A colorful braided bracelet dangled from his left wrist.


I followed him from the hallway straight into the kitchen. Walking into his house was like being wrapped in a warm hug. A long wooden table, big enough for a board meeting, ran across the room. An ancient coal-burning stove stood in the corner, and cast-iron pans were stacked into a lopsided tower. The dresser held bowls of salad, strawberries in milk and a large tray of warm butter cake. The whipped cream sat next to it in a glass bowl, a slumbering cloud.


Karl filled a kettle with water, put it on the gas stove and took a filter from a tin. ‘Sit wherever you like! I’ll make us a coffee.’
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