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Getting it down cold 

'Nothing Like the Holidays' stars braved Chicago chill 
 
 

BEVERLY HILLS, Calif. -- Debra Messing has a dancing scene in her new movie, but that's not the only 
time she got to shake it on the set of "Nothing Like the Holidays."  
 
"I was filming a winter scene on a front porch in Humboldt Park," she says, "and real hypothermia set in. I 
hear it was your worst winter in about 100 years. It was raining ice and about 10 below.  My whole body 
was shaking, and then it was time for my closeup." 
 
The wind whipped up.  A blast of snow hit.  And Messing's body began to go into minor convulsions.   
"The director said, 'We have to go again, Debra.  We saw you shaking.  You look too cold for this scene.  
Could you try to do that without the shaking?' " she recalls.  "I thought, 'OK, I'll try, but that would be like 
saying can you do this scene without breathing!' "  
 
She's talking about "Nothing Like the Holidays," which opens Dec. 12 but has an invitation-only screening 
tonight at the Music Box Theatre.  Some of its stars are expected on the pre-show red carpet. 
 
The Christmas film was produced by and stars Chicago native Freddy Rodriguez ("Grindhouse," "Six Feet 
Under").  It's the multigenerational story about a Puerto Rican family living in Humboldt Park in west 
Chicago dealing with various dramas around the holiday season. 
 
Alfred Molina plays his rock-solid father, who is suspected of having an extramarital affair.  His mother, 
portrayed by Elizabeth Pena, announces that after Christmas, she's filing for a divorce.  Rodriguez is 
favorite son Jesse who has just returned, a bit shattered mentally, after a three-year tour of Iraq.  John 
Leguizamo plays the banker brother who cares more about money than having a child with his equally 
bottom-line-oriented wife (Messing).  Luis Guzman is the fast-talking cousin who stirs up the action.  
 
The film was shot on location in Humboldt Park and Logan Square during the frigid winter months earlier 
this year.  
 
"Humboldt Park opened their doors for us," Pena says.  "I'd get, 'Elizabeth, you look so cold.  Come in, I'll 
get you tea, coffee, soup or -- wait, should I just make you a real dinner?' "  
 
Guzman recalls, "I played dominos with the locals between scenes.  We drank eggnog.  It was a real family 
feeling in that neighborhood, and they just welcomed us with open arms."  
 
Alas, some cast members couldn't feel their own arms.  Newcomer Vanessa Ferlito, who plays the 
daughter who leaves to become an actress in L.A., recalls, "Did we film in Chicago or Antarctica? Most of 
my scenes were outdoor love scenes by the lake.  One night, after a few hours of being outside by the lake 
in the subzero temperatures, I said, 'OK, are you guys trying to actually kill me?' "  
 
On the streets of Humboldt Park, she also got a friendly reception.  "I was invited into an 80-year-old 
Puerto Rican woman's house.  She was a nanny who was watching five kids that day.  I was on a break 
from shooting and I'm a mother, so I just said, 'Let me hold the baby.' " 
 



Rodriguez, a grad of Lincoln Park High School, knew it was important to bring the movie to Humboldt 
Park. 
 
"As a kid it was quite dangerous to go play in that park," he says.  "I always had a great respect for the 
community there, so it was especially meaningful for me to go home and get into the park." 
 
Rodriguez, 33, recently did an "Ugly Betty" stint on ABC.  "I live in Chicago and L.A., so I'm half coastal," 
says the actor, married and the father of two.  
 
"Chicago is home, and I bought a place there three years ago," he says.  "I need somewhere to recharge my 
batteries.  It's a warm and friendly city.  
 
"The only bad thing about being in Chicago is I eat a lot there.  I gained 10 pounds making this movie 
from a lot of pizza," he says. 
 
And when filming wrapped for his holiday film, he brought a little Chicago back to the cast.  "For a wrap 
present, I sent everyone on the film big pizzas from Giordano's.  I sent them deep dish pizzas to California 
in dry ice," he says.  
 
"More ice," Messing jokes.  "It was a reminder of Freddy's hometown." 
 


