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Michelle King plays guitar and sings along with 

Flame during the Relay For Life event at Park 

Terrace Elementary School in Gloversville in June.

JOHNSTOWN – Michelle King, who is autistic, moved out of the Big Apple many years ago. Today, the 36-year-old, a resident of Gloversville, is the lead singer of Lexington Center's soft rock group Flame.  King's pursuit of musical heights has taken her to the stages of nearly 300 shows in seven states and across New York.

"I sing because it makes me proud and happy that God gave me that singing talent," King said during a recent interview at the center.  She's been impressing Flame crowds for the past five years. Flame, with King at center stage, has been playing venues ever since it started as an experiment out of the recreational side of the Lexington Day Treatment Center in 2003.

The group was started by Nancy Murphy, a staff member of Lexington, the local state ARC chapter.  The group is made up of people attending various Lexington programs. Several band members have physical and developmental disabilities.

Tim Fiori, Lexington Center's Director of Public Relations, said Flame has sold about 3,000 copies of its first CD, "All For A Reason," released in July 2006.

Fiori said Flame sold 700 copies of its second CD, "Holiday Classics," and is working on its third CD, which will feature live performances at the Glove Theatre in Gloversville.

"Most of them are sold during a performance," Lexington Center Executive Director Paul Nigra said of the CDs.

Flame doesn't appear to be about CD sales, but rather the joy the Lexington Center musical combo brings to its gigs.

Nigra recalled how when Lexington was having a talent show in 2003 at the Day Treatment Center, King delivered an especially moving rendition of The Carpenters' "Rainy Days and Mondays." Show organizers knew they were on to something.  "She blew everyone away," Nigra said.

Manhattan native King says she and her mother, Mary King, moved from New York in 1992.  King was first diagnosed with autism when she was 3 years old. About that time, King said, she went to dinner with her mother to a restaurant in New York City and picked up a microphone.  King said she sang a song and apparently impressed people.  

"My mother knows I have a talent," King says.

Meanwhile, she said her mother supported the two of them by working as a cook at the Riverside Church in New York City and as a health care provider. King said her mother bought her first guitar when she was 15 years old.

King said she remembers playing her favorite song at the time, Whitney Houston's "The Greatest Love of All".  She said she also enjoyed music therapy classes in her special-education school.

Nigra said King gets excited to perform at every venue and excels in front of a live audience. People often ask her for her autograph, he said.

"I like seeing them cheering me on when I sing and all," King said.

Nigra said King can sing all types of music - classic and contemporary soft rock, standards like "Summertime," blues tunes like "Steamroller," oldies like "My Boyfriend's Back," country music in the form of Patsy Cline, a reggae version of "Knocking on Heaven's Door" and other tunes.  Her set list during any given show can include the Los Lobos version of "La Bamba," "Midnight Hour" and The Eagles' "Hotel California."

"You're so talented," Nigra tells King, who was once interviewed by the BBC.

King said she enjoys seeing pictures of Flame from her shows, but doesn't read the press articles much.  Fiori said King can play other instruments, too.

Nigra recalled the time King took the drumsticks to play in a New York City show.

He said King will hear a song by Flame bassist Nick Robinson and instantly learn it.  Lexington officials said King and Flame want to play at the famed Apollo Theater in New York City. 

Lexington officials said King has a special talent to connect with her audiences - talking to them and making announcements. That's something not everyone with autism can do, they said.

The public can keep up with King and Flame at the Web site www.flametheband.com.
It's somewhat fitting, or perhaps by design, that King's favorite song is the Beatles' "Help." Her music is helping people enjoy themselves and helping her internally as well.

To King, singing is an effortless venture.

"I think it's easy," she said. "It really helps me. It really makes me feel good."
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