
 

Diverse Voices

Despite the particulars of any annual focus, a perennial theme of the Sarasota Film Festival has been the
celebration and elevation of diverse voices in cinema. Partnering with the Harvey Milk Festival, the
Sarasota Film Festival quickly demonstrated its dedication to presenting stories from LGBTQ perspectives
with the Opening Night film Other People, starring Jesse Plemons (Breaking Bad) as a gay writer returning
home after a bad breakup to the cold comfort of his dying mother and unaccepting father. Also screening
at the festival—and garnering much praise from Dunaway—was Kerem Sanga’s debut feature and
Sundance hit First Girl I Loved, which paints an intimate portrait of a young woman’s painful coming out
and her attempts to navigate a challenging experience where even the well-meaning can ultimately do
harm. But other films documented the the changing face of legislation and the deeper implications of
advancement of gay rights in the nation.

With The Guys Next Door, documentarians Allie Humenuk and Amy Geller follow a modern gay couple,
Erik Mercer and Sandro Sechi, as they venture into fatherhood for the second time with the help of friend
Rachel, who volunteered to be their surrogate mother on both occasions. Sitting with Sarasota community
leader and Equality Florida Board Chair Ken Shelin, Humenuk joined SRQ to discuss the film and the
impact of Erik and Sandro’s story. 
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Allie Humenuk: We met Rachel when she was eight months pregnant with the second baby and all I knew
was that everybody’s lives were going to change in some way. I also believe that in the most mundane
situations there’s often something that is quite magical or revealing, so that was the way I went about it.
Right now there’s so much contention around gay marriage and around surrogacy and we wanted to tell a
very personal story that put this in a positive light and give viewers a window into what this could look
like. 

Ken Shelin: I liked that there was no narration telling me what to think or what to understand or recognize.
I often wondered how Sandro and Erik worked out the relationship between them and the children,
because obviously Sandro was assuming one role and Erik another. On the other hand, what that tells me
is that we can make choices about the roles we play in relationships. We make the choices that work for
us. Overall, the film expands the definition of family. I had relationships with men back in high school and
college and I know how straight people thought about and felt about gay couples. They thought of them
as promiscuous, flighty and irresponsible and unstable, and what this film tells us is that we can create
families that are much like any family. We’re no different.

Humenuk: Erik also spends a fair amount of time with the children and I feel like the film doesn’t capture
that as well as it could. When you’re making a film you have to build in some tension and some of the
tension is the work/caregiving tension, like any other couple. Erik travels a lot but then he’s also home and
does spend time with the kids. I wish that was in there more, though it’s important we see that they are
trying to juggle this relationship.

Shelin: But it was wonderful, the flexibility they had in the relationship. They were willing to relocate from
New York City to Maine. They went to Sardinia in the summertime. They were very comfortable in a variety
of environments. That’s a characteristic of gay people that people don’t recognize—how adaptable, how
flexible, how tolerant we are of the situations we find ourselves in. 

Humenuk: There’s something liberating about not having the predefined heterosexual roles. You don’t
have the mother and the father. You have more freedom to create who you are and there’s this elastic idea
of what it means to be male. We all need to redefine ourselves when we become parents, but perhaps
there’s even more opportunity for men and also challenge because of how they’re seen by the outside
world.

Shelin: You have to be willing to try. There was one little thing that I caught when Sandro was in Sardinia.
He was talking to the old lady who was so happy to see him and she asked him if he was married. And he
said no. That hurt a little bit. The guys were doing such a wonderful job of being out and visible in the
community, but they couldn’t do it in Sardinia. And it hurt me especially because everybody in my family
knows about my marriage but my mother. My mother’s 97 and my stepfather is 101 and I’ve never been
able to talk to her about it. I related to Sandro in that moment.

Humenuk: Do you think she knows? 

Shelin: I think she understands better than I think she does.

Humenuk: The thing about Sandro is extremely painful because it’s primarily the older people in Italy that
he still can’t tell because he’s so scared. Is it threatening to tell your mother and father still? 

Shelin: I thought initially that my mother wouldn’t understand. My mother’s kind of conventional and old-
fashioned. My stepfather’s Italian and very masculine. Even though he’s 101 and can barely walk, he’s in
charge of the family and he makes decisions. So I couldn’t bring myself to tell them. Being gay affects
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choices and how we deal with those choices. Unfortunately in the past we’ve made bad choices because
we’ve been afraid, but there was such honesty with Sandro and Erik that they seemed absolutely and
perfectly normal. I couldn’t get over how normal they seemed.

 


