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Capturing adolescence is a tough task for any writer. The fears, longings and bewilderment are difficult to get right, particularly when they involve a young woman's budding sexuality.

This is the territory of Lisa Dierbeck's bracing new novel "One Pill Makes You Smaller" (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $24), the story of Alice Duncan, a pretty, prematurely developed 11-year-old shoved into womanhood. "One Pill" has been praised by The New York Times and Publishers Weekly for creating an honest account of one girl's lost innocence during the 1970s.

Although Dierbeck's book is fiction, it is loosely based on her own experiences.

Like Alice, Dierbeck, who declined to reveal her age, grew up on Manhattan's Upper East Side, and in the mid-1970s developed a womanly figure well before her peers. Her early development often drew attention--both welcome and otherwise--from older men. She graduated from Wellesley College with a degree in philosophy.

Dierbeck, who is married, spoke to us from her home in Brooklyn about her new book, the confusion of puberty, and how society's attitudes have changed since the 1970s. She is currently working on her second book, a continuation of Alice's story told from an adult perspective.

Q. Although your book is fiction, it is based loosely on your own experiences. Like Alice, you went through puberty early.

A. It is a work of fiction; it's not a memoir. But there definitely are parallels to my own life. Like Alice, I developed early. I remember the mother of a friend--a woman who had been a fashion model--saying when I was 9 years old that my breasts were bigger than hers. It was weird and traumatic.

Q. You started writing this five years ago. Have you always wanted to be a writer?

A. Yes. I've been writing since I was probably 3 years old. In 1997, I came across a study about girls entering puberty early and I got the idea of Alice's character, about someone who was at war with her body. Initially, I wanted to write from Alice's point of view as an adult, but I realized I needed to tell her younger story first.

Q. Your story takes place in 1976, and there's a big difference in attitudes both toward sexuality and protecting children.

A. Definitely. The 1970s was a different world; the notion of sexuality was different. The vibe--at least in the Manhattan counterculture--was that all sexual experiences were good and that repression was bad. That went for both sex and drugs.

There was little sense of danger for kids. We weren't neglected, but we also weren't supervised. Things we did, like roaming country roads by ourselves, are unfathomable today. There's definitely a culture of protection today--and of fear--for kids. I think that's both good and bad. Kids today are more protected, but also probably more fearful.

Q. Some of the themes in your book parallel those in the recent movie "Thirteen," about young girls rushing into adulthood.

A. I thought "Thirteen" was insightful, particularly the relationship between the two girls. It resonated with my experiences in a different era, the pressures girls put on each other. Young girls ape what they see in culture. It's easy for us as adults to "tsk, tsk" when we see young women dressing like Britney Spears, but then I think of how I used to dress in the late '70s, and the clothes are basically the same.

Q. Your book deals with a disturbing subject: a young girl being seduced by a much older man. But it's very complex; nothing in it is black and white. At times, Alice is as much an active participant in her own corruption as J.D., her seducer.

A. That's what I was trying to convey. When I was writing this book, I put up a sign above my computer that said "No Judgment" to remind myself. Moments in the book are disturbing. From one perspective, Alice is indeed a child who is sexually abused. But the novel explores how complex her experiences and her perceptions are-- it throws into question simple, easy definitions and puts the reader right into Alice's shoes. Most alarmingly, she is attracted to her attacker. I wanted to get at the truth of this particular character's experience.

Q. Do you consider Alice a victim?

A. Well, I've always hated the term "victim," and in a sense I wrote the book to investigate the meaning of that word. I wanted to allow her to be a strong, thoughtful, complicated human being rather than simply a passive classic victim. She is curious and adventuresome; wrestling with her own physicality, her maturing body, battling with her own desires. Alice is wounded by this experience, but she's tough, brave and resilient--and this is how she becomes who she is. This is also the story of how a person becomes an artist, a strategy to make oneself whole again after a psychic injury. I think everyone does this, we're all injured in some way and we create ourselves around it. Alice is victorious in the end, though hardened and changed. She's a very powerful person in my opinion. This painful encounter opens a door. She's lost her childhood but has obtained her freedom.


