
A Fraud

by 

Paul Marks

 “I feel like a fraud.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “I mean that I feel like a fraud.  I’m so good at pretending to be good, or confident, or 

faithful, but the truth is that beneath that false exterior … I’m none of those things.”  This was 

the most honest that I’ve been with anyone in my life, and I was saying this in front of a circle of 

people.  These were not just any people, but people whom I respected and trusted.

 “I think you’re selling yourself short, Paul.  You are good, and faithful, and you can be 

confident to the point of arrogance.”  J.D., with a family of his own including pre-teen girls, was 

the oldest student in our Catholic Student Association (CSA).  Twice my age, his interest in 

connecting with the youth in our faith was something that always impressed me.  I respected his 

opinion second only to that of Fr. Jim’s, but I didn’t think he was understanding me.

 “Don’t you see?  I’ve fooled you too.  Take ‘faithful’ for example.  Sure, I go to church 

regularly and sing in the choir, but I’m not sure I believe in God.”  A surprising number of 

denials immediately interrupted my statement.  Fr. Jim’s voice quickly subdued everyone else’s.

 “Paul.  You are one of the holiest people I’ve met.”

I dared to interrupt him.  “Or I’m REALLY good at fooling people.”  

He shook his head.  “Paul, I think in this case that we might know you better than you 

know yourself.  The fact that you doubt your faith just shows that you truly have a faith to 

examine.”
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Several of the others at this retreat were nodding and even adding words of agreement.  

Janelle sat near me with young Alex on her lap.  We were not yet aware that Janelle was pregnant 

with our second daughter.  I looked to her for understanding, but she seemed to be siding with 

everyone else.

I decided that I wasn’t explaining myself well, so I tried again.  “It’s more than that.  I 

never had an experience where I could say that I certainly feel God’s presence.”

“Most people don’t,” the priest running our retreat spoke up.  “The true power of faith is 

in continuing to believe without any direct intervention from God.  We can see His power and 

influence in millions of small things around us, but if we wait for Him to step in and directly 

intervene before we believe, what good is faith?”

The conversation switched to explore that line of reasoning and I felt a bit cheated.  I had 

tried baring one of my deepest secrets only to have it dismissed.  I felt that these people, my 

spiritual friends, didn’t truly understand what I was saying.  I felt that I didn’t believe, yet I acted 

as though I did.  A part of me was glad that they didn’t fully understand … and I felt like even 

more of a fraud.

The truth is that I still struggle with this, and not just in my faith, but in all aspects of my 

life.  I’ve been told that I’m a good father, a good husband, a good son, a good person, etc., but I 

know that I don’t do all that I can to build those relationships.  I see the chasm between what I 

see as “good” and where I currently stand, and I continually wonder how no one else sees it too.

This is especially true in teaching.  Do not get me wrong; I feel that I am an above-

average teacher—and I find that to be a disturbing thought.  However, I also see the many 

aspects of education that I do not follow through.  My lack of frequent, formative assessments, 
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my inattention to the multiple intelligences of my students, my procrastination in creating the 

best, state-aligned materials, and my lack of cooperative assignments are all areas where I know 

I have failings.  

Often, I don’t even have all of the background information necessary to answer all of my 

students’ questions.  As an English major, there are many classical works that I have never read.  

There are many grammar rules that I have never fully learned.  As a history teacher, there are 

many important dates, places, and people about whom I barely remember hearing.  Yet I present 

my information (and occasionally my misinformation) with the voice of authority and 

confidence.  I wonder how many students have left my classes believing things that aren’t true 

because I presented them as fact.  (I only worry about that for a little while before I remember 

that most of my students won’t remember what I told them due to my failure to use scientifically 

based educational practices.)

Before those who know and love me dismiss my concerns on this matter, it should be 

noted that I know there is video proof that this is true.  Now, I don’t like video recordings of me 

on the best of days.  The person I see in those recording looks and sounds very different than 

how I believe I look or sound.  This video, of which I only saw small parts, is far worse than 

normal as it shows me screwing up a tour of Old Chicken.

Despite breaking her leg early in the tourism season, Susan still tried to stay active in all 

aspects of her business.  It only took two attempts of her trying to give her tours of Old Chicken 

while sitting on her quad for her to realize that it was a bad idea.  Susan decided then to share the 

tour responsibilities with Charity.  A little older than me, Charity was an enthusiastic brunette 
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from Minnesota who had been hired to be a gift-shop employee, as I had, but now found herself 

working more and more in the café … as I had.  

After a week of sharing tour responsibilities with Charity, Susan decided to give up on 

giving the tour entirely and asked me to give it.  I liked the idea because it meant time away from 

the grill.  I was getting good at working the grill, but I still hated it.  This tour not only gave me 

time away from the grill, it allowed me to perform in front of people.  All who know me know 

how much I enjoy being the center of attention.  As a tour guide, I would have the full attention 

of busloads of people.

To prepare me for the tour, Susan handed me a packet full of statistics, facts, and primary 

documents from Chicken’s foundation to the present.  I had not yet made the decision to get my 

minor in history and my only history classes had been in high school, so I did not understand or 

appreciate the value of what she gave me.  At the time, it felt like homework.  Worse, it was 

difficult and often confusing reading.  Instead of reading through it and “committing the facts to 

memory” as Susan requested, I instead skimmed the material for interesting tidbits only.  I would 

have felt guiltier about this if Charity had not confessed to doing the same.

Added to this, we had all been told to read the novel Tisha soon after we arrived.  Tisha is 

one of the reasons for Chicken’s popularity as a tourist stop.  It’s based on the true story of a 

schoolteacher who followed the gold rush up into Chicken and Eagle, and tells the wild events 

that she experienced.  Many people coming off the tour buses, then, brought their copies of Tisha 

and were able to get them signed by the original author’s adopted daughter—a person whose 

presence Susan tolerated only because of the sales draw that she provided.
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A good portion of the tour included showing locations directly from the book.  Running 

that sort of tour requires a familiarity with both the town and the novel itself.  Even without 

running the tour, all of us were expected to read the book well enough to be familiar with its 

people, places, and events.

I still haven’t read it.

My knowledge of the material for the tour was almost completely based on the one time 

that I went on a tour that Charity conducted.  Charity, then, had to shadow me on my first tour 

and make any corrections or suggestions.  And that was it.  I would have liked to follow Charity 

on more tours, but by that time both Chuck and Merissa had quit, leaving only Charity and 

myself to work the grill in the evenings.

It is necessary to understand that we had a tip jar on the counter next to the cash register 

in the café.  Kristen would always put a five and a couple of ones in the jar as “seed money,” but 

aside from that, anything in the jar was ours.  Because our shifts had a slight overlap, we kept the 

tip jar running all day and then divided it equally between the people who worked that day.

While normally working the grill, I took pains to give my customers more than just a 

meal; I wanted to give them an “Alaskan” experience.  This meant that I was often falsely hostile 

to them.  I would argue with them about their order, I would complain about the extra effort of 

special orders, and I would mock the way they dressed or acted.  I would even point out stingy 

tippers.  Most customers quickly realized that it was an act and that they were still getting good 

food and service and tipped me like I was a performer.  The tip jar would fill more during my 

shift than anyone else’s.
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The amount I received in tips during a normal shift at the grill was nothing compared to 

what I made while doing the tour.  Since the tour did generate a good deal in tips, and not 

everyone could do the tour, we came to an agreement that the tour tips would be included with 

the rest of the tip jar money.  It didn’t take long before the other workers requested that I do most  

of the tours.  I could pull in half again the amount in tips that Charity did.  Charity did an 

excellent job of running the tour and gave a much more informative (not to mention correct) tour.  

I, however, made it into a show.

Beautiful Downtown Chicken Alaska is actually a single modern building made to look 

like it was a small town built during the time of the Wild West.  It lies directly off mile 66 of the 

Taylor Highway, a dirt highway that connects the Yukon to Interior Alaska.  The road from the 

Taylor Highway to New Chicken leads farther on to Chicken’s airfield and is kept in good 

condition.

Our tour would begin from the Chicken Café.  At the appointed time, I would lead the 

tourists to down the road, across the Taylor Highway, and into Old Chicken.  While most people 

appreciated the chance to stretch their legs, the walk into Old Chicken was about a quarter of a 

mile, which is a quarter mile longer than people truly want.  To make the distance seem to pass 

more quickly, I spent this time frontloading facts to the group.  It was here that I explained that 

Chicken was called Chicken because of an argument over how to spell ptarmigan, Alaska’s state 

bird and resident of the area.  I pointed out places where the soil had been exposed and took the 

opportunity to discuss the difficulties and dangers of permafrost on human buildings.  I also 

brought their attention to the cemetery that we passed, a place I would not explore on my own.
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Crossing into Old Chicken meant passing into a poorer kept road.  A large puddle blocked 

most of the path and I warned the tourists that there were places where their feet would get 

muddy.  On the way in, I would pass by the path that I would normally take to our barracks and 

head farther into the town.  While there are many buildings that made up Old Chicken, several 

places received our special attention.

Early in the tour, I would show where our water for showers and laundry was stored.  We 

had running water simply because the storage tank was uphill.  From there I took them to Tisha’s 

schoolhouse, the main attraction for the trip.  It had been turned into a bunkhouse when the 

Fairbanks Mining Company bought the town and was the source of the beds that we used in our 

barracks.  There had originally been discussion of us using the building as a barracks, but Sue 

decided against that because of how well known the structure was.  Due to the popularity of the 

book, this place was most often used for photo ops.  I pointed out the generator shed and the old 

stables, and then headed to the only building into which we actually took tour.  

Once the old roadhouse, the Fairbanks Mining Company had converted this old building 

into a dining hall.  Some of the old kitchen equipment and utensils still remained.  Tourists would 

exclaim over the few unopened cans and jars that were artfully placed around the building.  This 

part of the tour was my favorite because it felt like we were stepping back in time.

Our last stop was the old general store, currently serving as our barracks.  The tours 

rarely took place while anyone was resting there, so I would often give the tourists a quick look 

inside so they could see for themselves the effects of melting permafrost on the bowed floor, 

sunken walls, and lowered ceiling.  I pointed out the sod-covered roof over which later residents 

would place tin roofing.  In short, the tourists not only got a view of what life was like in 
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Chicken in the 1920s and the 1950s, but also what life was like for those of us who worked there.  

It’s that last bit that would really get me in trouble.  

People raved about my tours.  Between the compliments and the tips, Greg and Susan 

decided that I must be doing something extraordinary in Old Chicken.  As they had incorporated 

their business and were looking for more investors, they decided to make a video of one of my 

tours as a way of advertising.  One of their former employees was coming to visit, and since he 

was studying theater, they decided have him shoot the video.

Doug was a nice guy and I enjoyed his company.  It didn’t take long for the remaining 

staff members to welcome him as a part of our “family.”  He regaled us with stories about his 

time acting, including an account of getting to play basketball with Whoopie Goldberg on the set 

of Sister Act II.  He entertained us with stories about his time working with Susan and Greg, 

including some very good imitations that he was able to do of both of them.  Most importantly to 

me, he commiserated about my near-death experience with Greg and Susan’s truck, explaining 

that they had been told by a state trooper the year before that the truck should not be allowed on 

public roads due to its poor condition (both the truck’s and the road’s).

We didn’t really believe that his primary reason for being there was there to help Greg 

and Sue.  He seemed to be there primarily to spend time with Evelyn, the sweet French nanny.  It 

was a relationship that Susan, in particular, seemed to encourage, as she gave Evelyn more time 

off than I usually remembered her receiving.  If Evelyn approved of him, then he must be OK.  

Basically, when the time came to take the video, I was completely at ease around him.

Perhaps I was too at ease.  Some people, when faced with a camera, tend to clam up.  I do 

the opposite and tend to make an ass of myself.  I made jokes that I otherwise wouldn’t make, 
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including at least one that I learned from him.  I was more obnoxious than funny about the entire 

event.  Still, at the time, I thought that I had done really well, and I was looking forward to the 

final product.

Thus, I felt truly excited when Greg and Sue invited me to the cabin to watch the tour.  A 

part of me was curious.  I, myself, didn’t fully understand why people seemed so excited about 

my tours, and I wanted to see what they saw.  As I approached their cabin, I got a warning look 

from Evelyn.  From time to time, Evelyn would provide us with a barometer of Susan’s overall 

mood.  As I walked in the cabin, I wondered if something had happened to the tape.

Susan was crying.  That, by itself, was nothing new.  Susan would tear up at the drop of a 

hat.  The problem was that if she was crying, it usually meant that one of us was in trouble.  I 

was the only one there, so I knew I was in for it.

“How could you do this to us?”  She demanded of me right away.

“I don’t know what you mean,” was all I could think to say, but Susan just went to tears 

again.

Greg started in.  “We put up with a lot of your crap, you know.  I’ve just about had it with 

your snide attitude and sarcastic comments.  You think you’re funny, but people don’t think 

you’re funny; they think you’re a little, disrespectful shit.”

Susan had fed her tears into her anger.  “You shouldn’t be doing the tour.  You don’t know 

anything about Old Chicken at all.  You make the miner’s all look like stupid, drunken heathens 

who can’t do anything right and are only good for making a mess.  Show him the part.”

The last was directed to Greg who pointed his remote at the screen.  “Watch this and tell 

us what you think we should do.”
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As the scene unfolded on the television, the first thing I thought about was how bad I 

looked.  Grease stains covered my Chicken Alaska staff shirt and jeans, I had obviously not 

showered in the past couple of days, but most disturbing to me was my hat.  The black cowboy 

hat my mother had given to me for Christmas (though I had asked for a fedora) had lost almost 

all of its shape and hung limply on my head.  I had worn that hat almost constantly since I 

received it; I had made it a part of the new identity I had tried to forge for myself in Alaska.  

I looked down to my hand that currently held the beaten hat.  Somehow I hadn’t noticed 

how bad it had gotten.  I decided then to avoid wearing it for the rest of my time in Chicken.  

Susan mistook my sorrow for shame.

“You can’t even stand to watch it yourself, can you?”  I looked back at the screen and 

tried to figure out what was happening.  I was in front of our barracks, explaining what a vole 

was after having mentioned the creatures that sometimes tried to live with us.  I wasn’t 

particularly proud of this part of the tour, but I didn’t see anything wrong with it either.

“I’ve never liked seeing myself on camera,” was my lame reply.  The truth was that I 

hated the sight of me on camera now.

“You made it sound like we make you live like animals!  We give you a place to stay and 

food to eat, and you make it sound like the worst conditions in the world!”  Susan was a mixture 

of outrage, and perhaps a bit of shame.

Greg tagged in, “We usually make our workers sleep in tents.  Is that what you’d prefer?  

In the barracks, you’re able to sleep on a bed with a roof above your head.”
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Susan was back, “How can we show this to investors?  They’ll think we’re abusing our 

staff.  We can’t even salvage the earlier parts of the tape because you obviously don’t know what 

you’re talking about.  It’s obvious you didn’t read anything I gave you.”

I had nothing to say.  Two employees left because of the way they made us live and work.  

None of the other employees were happy with the conditions either; mutiny was a regular topic 

of our conversations.  But her last line was what had stopped my retort.  She was right.  I didn’t 

really read any of the material she gave me.  I did spend most of the tour on my toes, keeping the 

tourists occupied with my humor and the few facts I did know.

I was dismissed and told that I wouldn’t run the tour again.  By this time, Susan’s leg was 

better, making it so she could hobble around enough to deal with it.  The next week, I watched 

one of her tours and didn’t see a big difference between hers and mine.  She even used a few of 

the jokes I had made up myself.  Still, had I actually read the material, I would have had the 

moral footing to challenge her.  As was, I could do nothing but seethe, both at the situation and 

my own failings. 

I often feel like a fraud.  This one time, I was caught at it.  Despite the work that I put into 

all different aspects of my life, I always know that I could do more, that I could be better.  I 

continually live in fear that someone else will discover this and call me out on it.  

I feel like a fraud, and I know that Chicken, Alaska, has the proof.
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