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An award winning one-woman show took the stage at the Nancy Appleby 
Theatre in Athabasca and Jake’s Gift is sure to be a hit with audiences of all ages. 

Jake’s Gift as it tells the story of a World War II veteran who reluctantly returns 
to the shores of Normandy, France for the 60th anniversary of D-Day as a way to 
honour his brother who survived the war and the one he lost in battle, said the 
play’s writer and sole actor Julia Mackey. 

“The whole concept is based around the story of a vet who never wanted to 
return to Normandy or discuss what happened even though one of his brother’s 
who survived went back to visit their other brother’s grave site all the time,” 
Mackey said. “When the brother who survived the war finally dies, Jake knows he 
has to go back to find his eldest brother’s grave site. It’s hard for him because he 
harbours guilt for surviving and guilt for never going back to visit while his 
younger brother was still alive.” 

Mackey, who lives in Victoria, British Columbia, noted that Jake needs to let go 
of his guilt and his gift comes in the form of a young French girl named Isabelle 
who lives in the village he helped liberate so many years ago. He meets her on the 
landing of Juno Beach and she is the person who helps him ultimately deal with the 
loss of his brother and his unresolved guilt. 

“The play takes place over the period of three days during the 60th anniversary 
ceremonies and he meets this girl on the beach who is obsessed with the big 
ceremony that is taking place and who is constantly asking Jake inappropriate 
questions,” Mackey said. 

“She doesn’t let his initial grumpiness deter her and ultimately Jake softens to 
Isabelle over the three days and starts to really like her and ends up taking her on 
as a sort of grandchild in his own life. She inspires him to deal with some 
unresolved ghosts and he owes her a debt and a thanks for encouraging him to have 
a grave-side talk with his eldest brother that is 60 years in the waiting.” 

Mackey plays four characters in the play but the character of Jake holds s special 
place in her heart and comes from Mackey’s own experience visiting the shores of 
Normandy and her many discussions with the veterans. 



“Even at a young age when I saw a documentary of the war I knew I wanted to 
create something to say thanks and I really started to understand what 
remembrance was about – to hold a promise to remember the lives lost and the 
sacrifices made.” 

The play was presented by the Performing Arts Presenters of Athabasca (PAPA) 
and has won many accolades over the years since its first public performance in the 
spring of 2007. Some of these include four awards at the 2007 Victoria Fringe 
Festival (best new play, best solo performance, best drama, and best female 
performer) amongst many others.  

 This is the first time the show has made its way to Athabasca and Mackey was 
eager to perform it. Following each performance in Athabasca, there was a 
reception and a meet and greet at the Legion, free of charge, and Mackey said she 
hopes a lot of people come out and enjoy the show but also come and meet her 
afterwards. 

“I’m [was] so looking forward to doing this,” she said. “The first time I heard 
about Athabasca was in connection with Slave Lake [in 2011] and the fire and it 
really moved me the way people came together to help others out. This story is so 
much about that and how people get through hard times together and I was so 
moved by Athabasca and the community and I [couldn’t] wait to perform Jake’s 
Gift for everyone.” 
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