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THERE can be a danger when authors don’t publish often. A readership can “forget” a writer or at least have difficulty recalling their last book. For Melbourne author Serge Liberman, nine years have elapsed since the publication of Voices From the Corner, a collection of stories. Liberman's new book, Where I Stand, has just been published. It too is a collection of stories, which includes a novella.
Liberman was born in Russia in 1942 and came to Australia in 1951. He combines a medical practice with his writing.  His literary material has received several prizes, including the prestigious Alan Marshall Award three times no less. He has also won a NSW Premier’s Literary Award. Besides fiction, Liberman is the compiler of A Bibliography of Australasian Judaica and is currently updating the third edition. Given that his fiction has been critically acclaimed and studied at university and school level, both in Australia and overseas, why has there been an extended hiatus in his publishing career?
“While I was working on my stories, another doctor joined my practice,” he says. “As I was working full time and coming home late at night, and too tired to write, it was only when I cut my hours down to four mornings a week that I had the time to be able to get down and revisit my stories. But when I was not writing, I was updating the Bibliography of Australasian Judaica and annotating it.”
The collection, Where I Stand, reveals a writer of uncommon gifts and arresting insights. The form is a multiplicity of narrative voices through the eyes of a medical practitioner, Raphael Bloom. While it is tempting to make the association with Liberman that the book, set in Melbourne, may be a thinly disguised autobiography, this is not the case. It is true that Where I Stand borrows from the familiarity of Liberman’s medical experience, yet the stories reach much further. While Liberman’s Bloom may diagnose and heal the sick and lame, it is what ails people inside that becomes a focus of the stories. Liberman’s primary preoccupation with the stories is our search for meaning and comfort within. “Bloom is not me,” he says decisively. “He’s a fictional character, but while this is so, many of his views are mine. I think there is none the less a certain similarity between the doctor as narrator and me as the author. All the patients in the book are fictional. I would respond to patients in a similar way to Bloom.”
The ballast of the collection resides in a beautifully crafted novella, An Alchemy Splendid. Nine other stories complete the book. Still, if there is one story that in a way sums up the reflections of Bloom and indeed Liberman, then it is Africa, the final story in the collection. This resonates with a kind of Joseph Conrad Heart of Darkness foray into The Dark Continent. Liberman astutely presents the idea of Africa, as a place of uncertainty, even fear, and yet symbolically also an idea, which he deftly shifts to us. In short, the message is unambiguous: we all have our own Africas. For Bloom, the Africas of dark hearts and those in the shadow of pain come through his doctor’s door. It is a story that means much to Liberman, and yet how this came to be was, in itself, unexpected.
“The publishers had the book in hand and I asked them to allow me to write one more,” he explains. “As a young doctor I wanted to go to Africa, that’s where the notion came from. I didn’t get to do what I had intended, but I realised that I didn’t need to go to Africa to find the darkness in a literal sense, but also the Conrad metaphor of the Heart of Darkness within us.”
This collection of stories is a deeply rewarding and, in many ways, inspiring book. Liberman asks us to reflect on the wellsprings of our own lives and, in so doing, see in sharp clarity our search for meaning, faith and ​completeness. 
It is a book where Raphael Bloom illuminates our own Africas and yet reassures us that out of anger can come forgiveness, and from despair, hope and healing.   
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