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Unlike most writers, Frank DeCaro doesn't need a keyboard to communicate: Give him a stage, a microphone and a live audience and the words flow effortlessly.

"I'm a natural ham -- I don't know if I'm a natural anything else," DeCaro said from his home office in New York City. "There's nothing I like better than getting in front of an audience and chit-chatting, and the audience knows that. They know I'm having as good a time as they are."

The former "Daily Show" movie critic will demonstrate his love of chat in "Flaming Screens," to be presented July 17 at the Philadelphia International Gay and Lesbian Film Festival.

During "Flaming Screens," DeCaro will provide a running commentary while showing "Out at the Movies" review clips of his favorite "bad" movies like "Blow" and the remake of "Planet of the Apes," and good ones like "Moulin Rouge."

"We prove that dreadful movies can make for the most fun reviews," said DeCaro, who was the "Daily Show's" critic from 1996 to 2003.

Not just any bad movie will do -- some are just too mediocre to be worth watching.

"A great bad movie is 'Glitter,' " he said, referring to the ill-fated Mariah Carey star vehicle. " 'Gigli' is a bad bad movie, and I did watch it -- it's absolutely dreadful. I had to watch that and 'Boat Trip' in one weekend, and 'Boat Trip' was 'Citizen Kane' when you put it up to 'Gigli.' "

DeCaro prefers a deliciously bad movie like "Showgirls," which aspires to cinematic greatness, but fails miserably.

"A good bad movie is when it's done completely in earnest," he said. "We're going to make this wonderful film that's going to blow the world off of showgirls. 

"You watch it and you're like, 'OhmyGod, it's horrible,' " he continued, his voice rising to an exclamatory howl. "It's splendidly bad -- a brilliant failure."

Another good bad classic is "Imitation of Life," the 1959 Lana Turner soap opera about race relations and blacks passing for white.

" 'Imitation of Life' I can watch once a day," DeCaro said. "When they do the gay channel, they should show 'Imitation of Life' every night -- every night at 11 ... God, I would love to program Logo [Viacom's upcoming gay TV network] -- I'll show you what a gay channel turns out to be."

Few movies reach these heights of badness -- most are like the Cole Porter bio-pic "De-Lovely," which DeCaro calls "disappointing." 

Instead, he recommends seeing "Spiderman 2."

"It's just absolute heaven," he said. "He's constantly coming out in that movie."

As a "bon vivant" of the entertainment world, the New Jersey native hasn't had to worry about coming out in a long time. 

"Certainly, I can't say being gay has hurt my career," he said. "I don't think I'd have one [otherwise]."

Among the highlights are his well-reviewed 1996 book, "A Boy Named Phyllis: A Suburban Memoir," a stint writing the "Style Over Substance" column for The New York Times, and his current gig as the host of a late night talk show on Sirius Out Q satellite radio.

Like his presentation for the film festival, the radio job is well-suited to DeCaro's gift for gab. He's gotten to chat up everyone from Cosmopolitan magazine editor Helen Gurley Brown to "Sex and the City" actor Willie Garson to "Rhoda" star Valerie Harper.

"... I'm going to be talking anyway for those three hours -- I might as well get paid for it," said DeCaro, whose shift is from 10 p.m. to 1 a.m. Monday through Friday. "Someone called me up and said, 'You figured out another way to make money just being you.' "

His celebrity also helped him land a husband. DeCaro met his partner, Jim Colucci, author of the forthcoming "Will & Grace: Fabulously Uncensored," when Colucci came to one of his readings.

"I married my stalker," he said. "He read my book, and started coming to my readings. We flirted online. He asked me out, and here we are eight years later. It was either get a restraining order or get married.

"He's a terrific guy."

Their successful relationship may inspire DeCaro's next book -- his own take on how to have a happy relationship.

"Somebody said to me, gay books are either: I nursed my lover until his death, or I came out to my parents and they killed themselves -- they're either melodramatic, horrible books or it's pornography," he said.

His book, however, could forge an entirely new self-help category.

As he explains it: "Here's how I captured my self-esteem through cheap sex. No one's ever come up with a book that's porn and self-help. I think it's like real life. Do they not like happy endings? I don't know. 

"I don't want to write another gay guide to movies. I don't feel it. With all respect for 'Queer Eye,' I want to make fun of the [straight] guys on 'Queer Eye.' I went to college. I don't want to be a gay maid."

With so much career and relationship satisfaction, what more could DeCaro want?

"I've had a lot of fun in my career, and isn't that all you can ask for?" he said. "That and a huge raise. The notoriety truck stopped here, the love truck stopped here. The money truck just keeps circling -- I can't get it to stop here."

Robert DiGiacomo is a Philadelphia-based journalist. 

If you go
What: Frank DeCaro will present "Flaming Screens,"
When: 7:30 p.m. July 17
Where: Arts Bank, Broad and South streets
Information: Call (267) 765-9700; Web site http://www.phillyfests.com/
