MESA, Ariz. - Jennifer Purdie can take the heat. The marathoner and triathlete trains in desert temperatures and has done it that way for years. Now she'll find out if she can handle the cold.Next month, Purdie will embark on a 26.2-mile trek on King George Island off the coast of the Antarctic Peninsula. 

You know what they say about Antarctica: Even in early autumn, it's a forbidding environment. "Anywhere from 5 to 32 degrees," Purdie said this week. "But the real problem will be the wind. It'll probably be about 40 miles an hour, so it's going to feel a lot colder." 

Purdie, a publications manager at the National Academy of Sports Medicine, will join 200 other athletes from around the world for the March 5th race. The group will rendezvous in Buenos Aires before flying to Tierra del Fuego and boarding a ship for a four-day journey across the Beagle Channel and Drake Passage. The trip, run by Marathon Tours, costs upward of $6,000. 

Purdie, 30, a Seattle native, started competing in endurance events several years ago and has been on a waiting list for the Antarctica race since 2005. Though typically a four-hour marathoner, she said, she'll settle for anything under six hours this time around. In Antarctica, most marathoners finish about two hour behind their normal time, she said. That's because conditions are grueling. Besides the wind and cold, runners have to endure dicey terrain - muddy roads at the lower elevation, icy surfaces at the higher levels - and two mile-long trips up Collins Glacier. Purdie will start the race in ski pants and a parka but says she'll peel away layers during the race. Beyond that, she really doesn't know what to expect. 

"There's no way I can re-create the conditions," she said. "In Arizona, I don't have any glaciers I can run up." To prepare, Purdie logs 45 miles a week and does lower-body weight training. In her job managing editorial content for the National Academy of Sports Medicine's publications and websites, Purdie has a lot of good advice at her fingertips. "I have access to our trainers and to great articles on fitness," she said. "That's been a big help." She's also taken advantage of NASM's fledgling online training program, fitnesscoach.com. The site, whose commercial launch will take place sometime this spring, provides workout and nutritional advice, as well as sport-specific training routines. "I used to lift weight about four hours a week, but I'd plateaued," Purdie said. About a year ago, she began following NASM's suggestions for marathoners. She cut her weight- training sessions to two hours and got a lot stronger. "I'm always looking for a new challenge, and I love working out," Purdie said. Next month, she'll get both.

