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In the darkness beyond the
edge of the sky, the satellite
listens for manatee No. 9.
Five hundred milesabove
the planet’s surface, the
satellite is halfway through
another orbit. From this
vantage point, the Earth
almost overwhelms the
field of vision. A curving
expanse of blue and green
and brown, it appears vast
LD enough for an endless
multitude of life. And yet
it's easy to make out the
devastation pushing so many species toward extinction.
The melting of the polar ice caps. The fires consuming
the Amazon rainforest. The toxic blossom of another Red
Tide outbreak spreading o the west coast of Florida.
Year after year, a network of satellites operated by
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
records the evidence of these and other catastrophes.
The network gathers data on dozens of other missions
for other researchers — taking infrared images of global
cloud patterns, following the formation of thunderstorms
and the path of hurricanes.  And tracking manatees.
On March 16, 2004, as it heads northward over the
Caribbean toward the middle of the United States, one
of those NOAA satellites — known simply as M — is
among several receiving signals sent by transmitters
fastened to the tails of dozens of manatees in the waters
around Florida. At 9:58 a.m., one of those signals
reaches M from the St. Johns River, from the transmitter
attached to manatee No. 9.  Better known, to hundreds
of thousands of Floridians who grew up watching him,
as Stormy.  Born and raised in captivity.  Recently
released into thewild.  Now trying, on this rain-soaked
Tuesday morning, to elude the net of some humans
who are attempting to capture him one last time.
“Beep...beep...beep..” Onthetrackingboat, they
hear the signal first, growing louder as the transmitter
rises toward the surface. Then they see the transmitter,
bobbing. Then, finally, Stormy himself appears.
“Over there! Three o'clock!”  The transmitter — the
team calls it a tag — is on a short tether attached to a belt
around the base of Stormy’s tail. Monica Ross, a biologist
who has spent most of her life researching manatees,
fastened the tag and belt on Stormy so they could
track him by satellite and boat. = Now Monica
stands at the wheel of the tracking boat, her right
hand steering, her leftholding the antennathat picks
up Stormy’ssignal.  “Beep...beep...beep...”
He’s surfacing again.  “Tag up!” someone
shouts. “He'sthere!” . story continues on page 4E
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