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To our firstborn, Jameson Jr.,

When you were ten years old, we began writing this story in a hospital room. Back then, you were a little boy, full of bright dreams, bold ambitions, and an unshakable faith. Today, after that tragic day at the reef, we’re in awe of your big faith in our great God. He has been your compass, guiding you forward, helping you face your fears, even when returning to the very reef where a shark took your leg. Like David standing before Goliath, you face challenges by focusing not on their size but on the strength of our Savior.

As your parents, we’re humbled by your willingness to share such a deeply personal story with the world and to be an ambassador of hope and healing through it. Taking what life has given you and allowing God to use it for good is the mark of a true leader. Walking this journey with you, sharing this story together, has been a profound privilege.

It is with great joy that we dedicate this book to you, Jameson Glenn Reeder, Jr.

With all our love,

Dad and Mom







Foreword

Some friendships are forged by time, some by trial, and some by a shared mission greater than ourselves. My friendship with Jameson Reeder has been shaped by all three. For more than thirty years, I have walked alongside him—not just as a friend, but also as a brother. I have had the privilege of knowing his family, seeing his faith tested, and watching him walk through the fire only to emerge stronger, more resolute, and more determined to see lives transformed by the power of Jesus Christ.

As a pastor, I have seen the weight of suffering up close. I have held hands with those in the midst of loss. I have prayed over parents who have buried their children, including my own beloved daughter Lilly. Pain and loss have a way of sharpening our vision, making us see what truly matters. And what matters—what has always mattered—is that we do not drift through life unaware of the rescue that has already been offered to us in Christ. Jameson and Mary understand this truth because they have lived it. Their hearts beat for the lost, for those caught in the currents of this world, unaware that a Savior stands ready to pull them from the depths.

Rescue at the Reef reminds me that miracles still happen. Jameson Jr., at just ten years old, faced one of life’s most terrifying moments with an unshakable faith that belied his years. That kind of courage doesn’t just happen—it’s the result of being anchored in something much greater than ourselves. It’s about trusting God, even when life throws us into the depths of the unknown.

What strikes me most about this story is not just the miraculous way Jameson was rescued, but how his faith and hope became a lifeline for everyone around him. His unwavering belief in Jesus, even in the face of unimaginable pain, is a testament to the power of a childlike faith—faith that moves mountains, or in this case, calms the storm of a life-changing moment.

Through Rescue at the Reef, Jameson Sr. and Mary invite us into their journey as they lead their family through a time of immense trauma and loss to pursue hope and find restoration. Even more than that, they invite us to look beyond our own struggles and see how God is working in the midst of them. Whether you’ve faced a shark attack, a life-altering challenge, or a moment when the world seemed to collapse around you, this story reminds us all that God is faithful.

Jameson Jr.’s life and testimony are proof that even when the waves threaten to overwhelm us, we have a Savior who walks on water. He turns our pain into purpose, our trials into triumphs, and our scars into stories of His goodness.

As someone who has experienced the life-changing power of God’s grace in the face of personal tragedy, I can confidently say that Jameson Jr.’s journey will inspire you, challenge you, and remind you of the hope we have in Jesus.

Dive into this incredible story and let it remind you that even when life takes an unexpected turn, God’s plan is always good.

—Rob Pacienza, senior pastor of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, Fort Lauderdale, Florida






Preface

It’s natural that we as human beings make plans, whether it’s what’s for dinner tonight or who we’re meeting for coffee next Tuesday at 3 p.m. Sometimes we speak our plans aloud, share them with others. Sometimes we hold them so deep and quiet in our hearts that we ourselves are surprised to discover what our own expectations are.

When those plans are disrupted, when something happens that changes everything, it can be a small annoyance, like there being more traffic than anticipated, or a life-changing phone call from a doctor with news about that test from last week. Our response in the moment reveals so much about us: our expectations, how prepared we are, our emotional state, our character, the extent of our network of friends.

And when that disruption is a life-changing crisis, it’s all of those things to the extreme. A crisis like that changes everything and its ripples continue for decades. Not just what’s for dinner or canceling plans with our friends, but the whole focus of our lives.

We never expected our day visiting a reef would so radically transform all of our lives. Not just us and our kids, especially Jameson Jr., but also the folks we met along the way who helped Jameson—the first responders, the doctors and nurses, the social workers, and the people who donated money to help—as well as the thousands of people who have responded to his story.

That’s the other thing about these unexpected moments of change. Good things can come from them too. New friendships. New found wells of bravery in our lives. Good deeds done by strangers that create more good deeds that create more good deeds, as people gift each other with kindness, all of it spinning out of a single painful, difficult moment.

But in the moment, what we so often feel is only overwhelming fear and the certainty of our own helplessness. There’s nothing we can do that is enough. There’s no way we can turn back the clock to yesterday and make a different choice—swim at a different reef, skip the beach and go to the movies, stay home and play board games—and hope for a different outcome.

That’s the terrible temptation, especially in situations like ours, where it’s not anyone’s fault that this thing happened. Yet you can’t help but keep running it over and over in your mind, trying to figure out what you could have done differently, what you could have changed. Some part of you knows there’s no answer to that question, and another part is still running the question through your mind once again.

Meanwhile, the entire matrix of our present and future plans is shifting, transforming into new shapes that we’ve never anticipated. It’s stressful. It can make you angry or scared or confused. Or maybe, for some of us, there’s a little glimmer of excitement at the possibilities that are opening up. Maybe we’ll get there in time.

But in the moment of crisis—when your child is in the water and screaming—there’s no time to think. Not like that. There’s only time to dive in and act, to move more from instinct than from thought.

In this book, we’re going to share honestly about our experience—and the experience of our family—in this unprecedented and unexpected moment of crisis. Not just the moments of being overwhelmed, or frightened, or angry, but also the moments of joy, surprise, and the miraculous.

And while this book is for people of all faiths and backgrounds, we thought it would be good to say up front that our story does intersect with our own faith in a powerful way… We believe that God is a Rescuer, and that God was involved in saving the life of our son in a dramatic and unmistakable way. We’ve included a few spiritual reflections in the back of the book for those who are interested.

We also take turns telling different parts of the story throughout the book, both so you can see our unique points of view, and also so you can understand firsthand the parts of the story where only one of us was present. When we switch who’s speaking, we simply put one of our names at the beginning of that section so it’s clear who’s telling that bit of the story.

There are a lot of really personal things we share in this book about ourselves and our family. We do that because we believe our story might bring you hope when you are experiencing a dark moment, or peace in the midst of trouble. We all have moments of unexpected crisis in our lives… but there is a way through to better days. Let’s push through together to find them!

—Jameson and Mary






Timeline

2022


• August 11: Arrival at the Sugar Shack in the Lower Florida Keys.

• August 13: Shark attack at Looe Key Reef. Airlift to Nicklaus Children’s Hospital in Miami.

• August 15: Zack Spurlock finds the GoPro.

• August 17: Jameson says, “Dad, take me back to the reef so I can face my fear.”

• August 29: We surprised Jameson for his eleventh birthday with a surprise party in the hospital.

• September 3: Jameson is discharged from the Nicklaus Children’s Hospital (after four surgeries in three weeks).

• September 7: Interview with Good Morning America.

• October 2: We leave Miami and head back to the Florida Keys, where we will be for the next month.

• October 3: Jameson and family get on the same boat since the attack and get in the water for the first time at Marvin Key. (This is when we encountered sharks.)

• October 15: Little Smiles Stars Ball in West Palm Beach, Florida.

• October 22: Return to the reef, ten weeks after the shark attack, Looe Key Reef.

• November 8: Jameson received his first prosthetic leg, Miami, Florida.

• December 3: Surfing for the first time since the shark attack, Melbourne, Florida.

• December 18: Return home to Charlotte, North Carolina.


2023


• March 23: First time playing baseball since the shark attack.

• August 13: For the one-year anniversary of the shark attack, we returned to the reef to dive and enjoy the reef.

• November 5: National Geographic shoot in the Keys.

• December 5: Met Bethany Hamilton and family and Mike Coots in Hawaii.


2024


• July: Cooperstown, New York, for a weeklong baseball tournament.

• August 13: Fifth surgery (first surgery since the initial surgeries).

• September 16: We found out we were pregnant with our fifth child.








PART ONE

Survival
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CHAPTER ONE

It Came Out of Nowhere

JAMESON SR.

It was a clear, quiet day with clear, calm water.

Mary and I have spent our whole lives by and in the water, and so have our kids. Swimming, surfing, snorkeling, skiing, you name it. We love the ocean, especially the turquoise blue waters of the Florida Keys. When I had a chance to do some work in Florida, we knew we’d pack up the kids and leave our home in North Carolina to go to the beach for two glorious weeks.

Mary and I both grew up in Fort Lauderdale, so we didn’t want to pass up an opportunity to do what we love, and this time, we would let the kids experience some of the laid-back, coastal Florida life. I went to Orlando to work for a few days, and Mary and the kids stayed in Deerfield Beach with her family. Her mom and dad, Michael and Donna, and her sister and brother-in-law, Danielle and Anthony, all live in Deerfield Beach, so it was a great chance to connect with family while I was working. When my work was done, we headed down to the Florida Keys to settle into the beach house called the Sugar Shack that was owned by our friends, Mike and Tammy Nolan. We’d also be borrowing their boat to reach a little bit of paradise.

Among the 1,700 islands of the Keys is Looe Key, an old stomping ground of mine. It’s about five square miles of coral reef inside a national marine sanctuary, the home to over 50 species of coral and 150 species of fish: angelfish, yellowtail, barracuda, goliath groupers, turtles, even a moray eel or a ray if you’re lucky. I had seen large fish, even my first shark there when I was a kid. When the waters don’t have strong currents, they often are so still, they look like a natural mirror that reflects the sky.

August 13, 2022, began as an ordinary day. We ate breakfast and had our family time of daily devotionals and prayers. The kids are homeschooled, so we also watched some videos about reefs and the proper etiquette when you’re in a national marine reserve. Then we gathered our things for a day on the water. We were headed nine miles off-shore to one of the top locations in North America for diving and snorkeling.

The surf had been a bit choppy the few days before, but when we pulled the boat up to a buoy in the sanctuary that morning, the sun was shining, and the water was exceptionally calm. Dozens of families had already moored their boats and were splashing and diving into the beauty of the ocean. I got the last available mooring ball on the inside of the reef and tied us off. I’m a certified lifeguard and experienced waterman, so after a safety talk (stay close to the boat, stay together, remember the distress signals and the okay signal) and putting the diver down flag off the back of the boat, we jumped in.

It is no small feat to get six people out the door, especially when four of them are your children. You always forget something or someone gets sick or you’re running late. Mary and I navigate our family chaos together, raising ten-year-old Jameson Jr., eight-year-old Noah, six-year-old Eliana, and three-year-old Nehemiah. All but the youngest swim like fish, and we keep Nehemiah in a life jacket so he can get in the water and have a little freedom too.

We started exploring the reef in water about eight feet deep. The kids were diving, splashing, just having the best time. We swam for a while before deciding we should all get out to eat and hydrate.

Mary had made sandwiches for us, but in the morning shuffle, she had forgotten to put meat on hers and mine. We laughed it off. Those things happen and it would take a whole lot more than that to ruin our day in this beautiful place.

After lunch, a sea turtle surfaced by the boat and caught Jameson’s eye. He asked if he could take our GoPro and follow it around, and soon enough, I watched him dive to the sandy floor, gliding along, and watching this magnificent creature as it went about its day. Jameson is an excellent and strong swimmer, and he was in a wildlife refuge where novice divers train in the shallows, taking in vibrant colors and so many different fish.

Noah and Eliana decided to stay on the boat with Mary while I got into the water with Nehemiah, keeping an eye on Jameson. We kept our distance so he could enjoy the turtle, and as I watched them swimming over beautiful coral and meadows of seagrass, I couldn’t help thinking how surreal it looked. There was something spiritual about it, a connection between them.

For a while Jameson Jr. was swimming down to the ocean floor, then popping up to show what he’d found to delight Nehemiah and me. The water was shallow enough that I could see down to the bottom. There’s plenty to see, and Looe Key Reef is a safe, gentle place for novices to learn how to dive. Of course, it’s amazing for snorkelers too.

As Nehemiah and I swam together, I looked down and saw a queen conch shell, a big one. I thought Nehemiah would like to see it, and he was safe in his life jacket. I dove down into the peaceful silence of the cool blue, grinning to myself and thinking of Nehemiah’s face when I showed him the shell. I kicked for the surface.

Before my head broke water, I heard the screaming.

MARY

I heard Jameson Jr. screaming from where I was in the back of the boat.

I was cleaning up from lunch with Noah and Eliana and turned to see Jameson Jr. waving his arms. We’ve always taught the kids to wave their arms if they are in distress in the water, but I could see that Jameson was terrified. I immediately started screaming for Jameson Sr., who was underwater at that moment. Noah and Eliana both started crying, scared to hear Junior screaming like that.

When Jameson surfaced, he heard Junior and swam with Nehemiah to the boat. As soon as they were close enough, I grabbed Nehemiah and handed him to Noah, who took him and his sister to the front of the boat. Jameson Sr. boarded and started untying us from the mooring ball.

“Let me know when the flag is in!”

I started pulling on the string of the diver down flag as fast as I could while Jameson got the boat ready. The second it was in, I yelled, “Go!” and held on as we sped toward our son.

As we approached, I could see that Jameson Jr. was sitting up on his pool noodle—not hanging his arms over it, sitting on it—and he wasn’t screaming anymore. In fact, he had gone completely silent. He looked like he was sitting in an invisible chair, or the hand of God was holding him out of the water. He was much higher in the water than his little yellow pool noodle should have been able to hold him, something I didn’t think about until a few days later.

When I saw my son’s face, he was white as a sheet, his eyes barely open, his hand reaching out toward me. He was silently mouthing, “Help me.” He looked almost lifeless. I jumped off the back of the boat and swam toward my son. After he had let out that frightened scream for help, I couldn’t get to him fast enough. My mind was sorting through some confusion because I couldn’t see what was wrong. Nothing in the water. Maybe he’d been stung by a jellyfish? That was the extent of the danger I imagined in those few moments. But his scream? It was something more than terror; it was the sound of a child in mortal danger, the kind of scream that sends chills to the very center of your soul.

I couldn’t tell what was wrong even when I wrapped my arm around him. He wasn’t speaking or moving. I slid my arm under his arms and pulled him to the boat. Jameson Sr. met us at the back to lift Jameson out of the water.

As I handed him up to Jameson Sr., Junior’s leg slid past my face. I saw some of his ragged skin and then just bone—way too much bone—and it seemed to keep going and going until his bloody foot rose past me. His lower leg was all bone. Just below the knee, all the way to the ankle. And then the foot.

A feeling of pure hopelessness slammed into me at that moment. I felt an overwhelming fear that we only had a few more minutes with him, as if he were already dead, that there was nothing we could do. I’d never felt fear like that before and I hope I never will again.

We knew right away it was a shark attack. Nothing else could do that kind of damage. Jameson had been mauled. The flesh was gone. When Jameson Sr. saw Junior’s leg—the kneecap to the foot, nothing but bone—he shouted, “No! No!” It was a horrific, almost unreal sight. And that terrifying realization was still settling into my chest. I’m going to lose my son! We were nine miles from the coast and who knows how far from a hospital if we could even get him to the beach.

I became hyperfocused, my mind racing to find solutions while the whole world slowed around me. But what do you do when your child is bleeding to death, his leg half gone?

It was Junior who amazed us. He said, “Daddy, it’s going to be okay. Jesus will save me.”

Not Jesus might save me. Not, “Please, Jesus, save me.” But, “Jesus will save me.” Calming words. It wasn’t a prayer of hope; it was a profession of his faith. And it jolted us out of our shock. We needed to get to work, and we did.

Jameson Sr. laid our son on the back of the boat, and I knew I was out of my depth. I immediately started to pray. “Jesus, please don’t take my son.” I made sure Jameson was awake and breathing and looking at me. Senior already had the boat in motion, headed toward the closest boats. “CPR,” Jameson Sr. yelled out, and I went to give it but called back, “He’s breathing!”

“Tourniquet,” Senior shouted back.

I took the sleeve of a rash guard and tied it tightly around Jameson Jr.’s thigh, a makeshift tourniquet to stop the bleeding. Our other three kids were wailing and crying.

We knew we needed to get to shore as quickly as possible, needed to call 911, needed to let the hospital know we were coming, needed an ambulance to meet us at the shore.

The boat closest to us was much larger than ours. We would call the thirty-six-foot boat The Invincible because it was an Invincible brand boat. The vessel’s actual name was The Reel Screamer, and it had arrived a few minutes before the shark attack. Todd and Lisa Grooms owned the boat. Their son Tyler was with them, along with their friends Kyle and Kristin. Kyle jumped over to us and immediately saw that my makeshift tourniquet wasn’t enough. He grabbed some rope, and he and Jameson made a tighter one around Junior’s leg.

Jameson Sr. shouted that we needed medical help. Tyler was already calling 911. He had heard us shouting before we reached them. “Shark attack! Help! Child! Doctor!”

JAMESON SR.

As we finished tying the rope on Jameson’s leg, I looked to my right and saw a woman toppling onto our boat. I reached out to help her and asked who she was.

“I’m a nurse,” she said, and immediately leaned down to check on Jameson.

Jennifer had been on another nearby boat—one of many miracles that day. She had immediately dived into the water to swim to us, without a thought about whether the shark might still be nearby. She brought a dry bag with medical supplies and began to work with quick, competent, professional grace to save our son, wrapping his leg in a towel and then putting ice packs on his chest and the back of his neck. Jennifer’s best friend, Anneliese, was the captain of the other boat, and she’d just put a new medical-grade first aid kit, ice packs, and ACE bandages on the boat the night before, which were all in use. Jennifer used the bandages to make another makeshift tourniquet, one much better than the rash guard or the rope we had used earlier.

MARY

Emergency services were trying to figure out the best place to meet us. Jameson heard them talking about sending the Coast Guard out to us, but he knew that would take too long. We needed to start moving our son toward help. So Jameson asked Kyle if he knew which dock the ambulance was headed to. He did. Jameson immediately picked up our boy, gave him a kiss on the forehead, and handed him to Kyle in the big boat. “We can’t wait,” he said. “You have to run him in right away and save his life.”

Before jumping over to The Invincible I reached over to put my hand on Jennifer’s, then looked her in the eyes and said, “Please don’t leave me.” She was the closest thing to a medical professional we had, and I knew I didn’t want her to send us off to shore alone. She said yes and came with us to help. I knew from the look on Jameson Sr.’s face exactly what he was thinking: I might have just said good-bye to my boy for the last time.




[image: ]







We didn’t know exactly what had happened when we pulled Jameson from the water. We knew it was a shark by looking at the extent of the damage. We were told later that it was almost certainly a bull shark, eight to ten feet long, weighing between three hundred and five hundred pounds. We hadn’t seen it. Not even in the nearly transparent water. Not even after all our lessons about ocean and boat safety. Not even while we watched over our children.

Later, Jameson said, “it came out of nowhere.” A quarter-ton animal twice as long as our kid had snuck up on us.

But even if someone had told us there was a bull shark nearby, it probably wouldn’t have kept us out of the water





MARY















Praise for Rescue at the Reef

“Jameson and Mary Reeder went through one of the most traumatic moments that any parents could be presented with.… Their spectacular book Rescue at the Reef chronicles the miracles that took place along the way to help save their son’s life. This is a story of love, faith, and overcoming every obstacle in your way. I loved this book!”

—Bob Babbitt, cofounder of Challenged Athletes Foundation, cofounder of Competitor magazine, inductee into both the USA Triathlon and Ironman Halls of Fame

“One of the most unusual stories of all time is beautifully described in this book, Rescue at the Reef, that demonstrates triumph over tragedy.”

—R. T. Kendall, DPhil (Oxon), senior minister, Westminster Chapel, London, England (1977–2002)

“An extraordinary testament to faith, resilience, and the strength of the human spirit.… Jameson Jr. is a living testimony of perseverance and hope, inspiring everyone he meets. This book will move readers to tears and triumph as they witness a family’s journey through unimaginable adversity to miraculous recovery. It’s a must read for anyone seeking inspiration.”

—Vernon Rainwater, chief of staff, Full Sail University

“More than just a thrilling and heartfelt adventure—it’s a beacon of hope for all who read it.… Rescue at the Reef is exactly what families need today—a story that engages, encourages, and equips us to live bold lives. Jameson and Mary, we are so grateful for the light you are shining into this world, and we wholeheartedly stand with you in this mission. Every family should have this book on their shelf. Trust us—you won’t just read it. You’ll live it.”

—David and Jason Benham, bestselling authors and entrepreneurs

“I will never forget the phone call I received just after the shark attack, while Jameson Jr. lay on the operating table. Jameson Sr. reached out, seeking my perspective and advice on how to navigate the life-altering decision to amputate. At that moment, time seemed to stand still. I connected deeply with his heart as a father, wrestling with the weight of a decision that would shape his son’s future. It was a conversation that left an indelible mark on me. Rescue at the Reef will inspire and challenge you, reminding us all of the extraordinary ways we can endure, adapt, and overcome.”

—Daniel B. Chan, MD, chief, Division of Orthopedic Surgery, Memorial Healthcare System

“Rescue at the Reef is not just a recounting of events—it’s a testament to the power of the human spirit in the face of overwhelming odds.… Their journey will move you, challenge you, and inspire you to face life’s trials with unwavering resolve.”

—Michael and Tammy Nolan, cofounders of PBS (Positive Behavior Supports Corporation)

“Jameson Jr.’s courage—facing a life-threatening shark attack, enduring the hospital battle, and adjusting to a ‘new normal’—is an inspiration to anyone facing adversity. Rescue at the Reef is a must read! You will love this book.”

—David Hoffman, CEO and founder of David Hoffman Realty and author of Relationships over Rules
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