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ent Bicknell is the rarest of creatures, a man who is a genuine, unabashed Louisa May Alcott fan.

Headmaster of a New Hampshire private school he helped found in 1973, Bicknell is a collector of literary artifacts, especially Alcott
materials.

Two years ago, Bicknell found out through a friend in New York that an unpublished Alcott manuscript was for sale. He could not rest
until he tracked it down.

The result of Bicknell's quest, a romantic thriller called "A Long Fatal Love Chase," is in bookstores now and may be a four-hour
television mini-series as early as next fall.

Writing at length in the New York Times Book Review, novelist Stephen King called it "a wonderful entertainment . . . and it tends to
confirm Alcott's position as the most articulate 19th Century feminist."

Reflecting on his successful chase during a recent visit to Chicago, Bicknell says: "The idea of having an entire work of a major literary
figure, an unpublished work, was incomprehensible to me and I spent the next year trying to raise the money to purchase it.

"Terrified that the thing had been sold, I called the dealer and found out that not only had it not been sold but people weren't interested,
people weren't nibbling, which was astounding. I spent the next year trying to raise the money to be able to purchase it.

"This was at a time when I felt, `There's no way I can get the money together to buy this. Am I crazy? This costs more money than I make
in a year.'

"A benefactor of our school was delighted to help me out on this. He loaned me the money, basically," Bicknell says, declining to name an
amount.

It wasn't until he knew he would be able to buy the manuscript that Bicknell holed up in a Manhattan hotel room and read it. "I was
completely captured by it, not even noticing what page I was on," he recalls.

"A Long Fatal Love Chase" is the story of Rosamond Vivian, a young woman brought up on a remote island off the coast of England by
her grandfather, a cold and unloving man. As the novel opens she declares: "I tell you I cannot bear it! I shall do something desperate if
this life is not changed soon. It gets worse and worse, and I often feel as if I'd gladly sell my soul to Satan for a year of freedom."

When a dashing stranger nearly twice her age, Phillip Tempest, visits her grandfather, Rosamond is swept away. The wealthy Tempest
takes her to his Mediterranean villa, promising to marry her. But soon Rosamond discovers that he is already married and suspects that
he may have murdered a son he never acknowledged. She flees, and the chase begins. No matter where she goes, the obsessed Tempest
always finds her.

Alcott wrote "A Long Fatal Love Chase" in 1866 as a serial for a popular magazine, but it was rejected by the publisher as "too long and
too sensational." She tried to tone it down, but it made no difference, and the manuscript languished until her heirs put it on the market
in 1992.

After Bicknell bought the manuscript, 290 pages of wheat-colored paper with faint blue lines covered with Alcott's tiny backhand in
brown ink, he and an assistant from his school meticulously copied it onto a word processor "word for word, line for line, the same
number of lines per page, every cross out, every insert, so that we had an actual transcript of the thing as she wrote it."TRY 3 FREE MONTHS! 
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Then Bicknell was steered to literary agent Lane Zachary of Boston's Palmer and Dodge Agency, a major Alcott fan who promoted it in a
"Talk of the Town" piece in The New Yorker, and quickly the publishing houses began calling. Random House bought it for a $1.5 million
advance.

Moving to the small screen

No sooner did the ink dry on the deal than Hollywood agents were calling Bicknell and his agent. "Barbra Streisand was really
interested," he says. "Sharon Stone. Michelle Pfeiffer. Marisa Tomei had read it and was really interested."

It ultimately was sold to Citadel Entertainment, a division of Time Warner Inc., for development as a mini-series on NBC, with Bicknell
as a literary consultant.

Bicknell says he is not disappointed that "Long Fatal" won't be seen on the silver screen. "When you think about it, this thing was written
obviously to be serialized. it has plenty of opportunities for commercial breaks. I think it will be fun to see it get four hours instead of just
two.

"Louisa May really was good. She was a fan of Charlotte Bronte and there's a lot of `Jane Eyre' in `A Long Fatal Love Chase.' The
characters of Rochester and Tempest are parallel. She also has the ability to describe things in such a visual way. She was enamored of
the stage and as a kid wrote dramatic productions for herself and her sisters.

"Louisa May was forged out of a peculiar smithy. She was a multifaceted, multitalented woman. Elaine Showalter, a very good Alcott
scholar, once said of `Little Women,' Has there ever been any other book that has been so avidly read by one half of the population and so
little commented upon by the other half? It's a really interesting thought. I have run into that same sort of thing from white males who
genuinely ought to know better who would still prefer to dismiss Louisa May Alcott, but she is tenaciously holding on."

Alcott, who was born in 1832, spent most of her life in Boston and Concord, Mass., in the company of family friends Ralph Waldo
Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Her father, Bronson, was a Transcendentalist philosopher and author but rather impractical. After
the failure of Fruitlands, a Utopian community he founded, Louisa May began supporting her family. She taught, worked as a domestic
and then began writing.

"Little Women," based on Alcott's childhood memories, was published in 1868 and 1869 and became an immediate success.

She followed it with "An Old Fashioned Girl," "Little Men," "Eight Cousins" and "Jo's Boys." She also wrote sensational stories under a
pseudonym.

Similarities in thought

Bicknell, the son of a schoolteacher, grew up in New Hampton, N.H. His mother collected antiques and as a boy he was interested in Civil
War memorabilia. He graduated from Yale University, where he was in the enviable position of being a "scholar of the house," free to
design his own program. He studied 14th and 16th Century mystics, interrupting his studies at one point to make a pilgrimage to India.
He returned as a married man with the first of two sons on the way.

In 1973, he helped found Sant Bani School, an alternative school adjacent to the Sant Bani Ashram, a spiritual community in Sanbornton,
N.H., where he and his family moved.

"With the interest in things of the East that happened in the 1960s, a number of people our age who had young children gathered and
then came the idea of starting a school that would support a vegetarian diet, as an alternative to the public schools," he says. "But I don't
mean alternative in terms of playing the recorder and weaving. We're really strong with academics."

Little wonder, then, that when Bicknell's collecting instinct resurfaced, this child of the '60s ended up being attracted to the Alcotts.

"I found that there were a number of affinities and parallels between the way I have lived my life since the 1960s and the way the Alcotts
were leading their lives in the 19th Century. Bronson Alcott was a committed vegetarian, extremely interested in the teachings of India,
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China, the East.

"That was really fascinating, so the first Alcott piece that I bought was a letter written by Bronson Alcott extolling the virtues of a
vegetarian diet. Then along came a letter written by Louisa May . Looking into the Alcotts, I learned more about Henry David Thoreau,
Emerson, the neighbors. They were all chatting together, arguing the merits of one spiritual discipline over another. They were very
active social reformers, whether it was abolition or women's rights."

Bicknell acquired a first edition of "Little Men," the one that Louisa May gave to her mother, signed "To Marmee from Jo."

But owning the manuscript of "A Long Fatal Love Chase" is the biggest thrill of all, even though he must keep it in a bank vault.

"I feel incredibly privileged," says Bicknell, who is diverting 75 percent of his profits to the original owners of the manuscript, Orchard
House (the Alcott museum in Concord, Mass.) and his school's endowment.

"I can't answer what collecting does for me. But when you can see where pen blobbed the ink, the smudges and crossouts, it makes it
much more personal."
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