
Sometimes when I watch the news or read the paper 

it seems like there is such a focus on the negative 

events happening in our society.  I read about some-

one getting in an accident while under the influence 

or a drug deal that went bad.  These topics need at-

tention but I also want balance.   

As an active alcoholic I did some things that were 

illegal and that went against my sense of right and 

wrong.  Caught up in the addiction I could not make 

good decisions.  I was not a good daughter, friend, 

sister, aunt, or responsible citizen. 

As a recovering alcoholic I do lots of ñrightò things; 

I make lots of good decisions.  I became a much 

better daughter and learned to appreciate the gifts 

that my parents were.  I realized how important 

friends and family are and the importance of sup-

porting each other in good and hard times.  As a 

grateful recovering alcoholic (I am grateful as I 

have a second chance to make different choices; not 

everyone gets the opportunity) I am a much more 

responsible citizen and community member. 

There were agencies that helped support me when I 

was active and new to recovery. I feel a need to give 

back to them so they can support the next person.  

I see the importance of supporting other non-

profits in the area whether it is donating clothes, 

meals, time, or attending an event.  

What I would also like to tell you is that I am not 

unique.  Many recovering people are out there do-

ing well, doing good things.  They are having an 

impact on their family, maybe breaking the addic-

tion cycle, taking care of aging parents.  They are 

out there donating time to causes they care about.  

I wanted to share some of these stories.  I wanted 

to share what a difference a person, when given a 

second chance, can make with their life.    

Here are some stories from former Step employ-

ees. 

Michelle Devine Giese 

President 
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I was born and raised in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  I have 

three brothers, one of whom is deceased.  My mother 

spent her life in and out of prison.  During those times I 

lived with my grandmother.  When I was 11 years old, 

my mother was released from prison. My brothers and I 

moved in with her.  At that point my life began to 

change.  My mother was living with a man who had po-

lio.  She would on occasion entertain friends and family 

by using drugs.  One night when I was about 12, she 

went out and when she returned, she and her boyfriend 

got into a fight.  Her boyfriend shot himself and my 

mother took my brothers and me to my grandmotherôs 

house.  My grandmother and I went back to the house to 

see if my mother's boyfriend was all right.  My grand-

mother chose to take me because I was the only one be-

sides my mother who could handle our German Shep-

herd.  The man was on the kitchen floor, dead.  I later 

testified that I heard my mother's boyfriend pacing back 

and forth mumbling to himself ñB---- I am going to kill 

you. My mother began another relationship with a 

younger man. 

She started doing more drugs like, smoking marijuana, 

taking pills, snorting cocaine and heroin. My oldest 

brother and I asked our mother if we could smoke mari-

juana and she allowed us, as long as we contributed $.50 

per joint.  I started drinking, smoking marijuana, taking 

pills and sniffing glue.  By age 13, I was pregnant with 

my first child.  I tried to kill myself by taking sleeping 

medication.  When I woke up I was in the psychiatric 

ward.  After my baby girl was born, my mother gave the 

baby away.  I was pregnant again at 14 with a baby boy 

and pregnant again at 15 with a baby girl.   

 At 16, I began dating a 26 year old man.  Three months 

later we were married.  We stayed married for a year and 

during that time we used drugs.  We then separated. I 

kept my son and my husband took my daughter to be 

raised by his mother, because he was still using drugs.  

One day my son went into a seizure, so my mother and I 

took him to the hospital and found out he had Spinal 

Meningitis.  I went on a mission of using drugs to hide 

my pain. I settled down in Oshkosh, Wisconsin but was 

still doing drugs.  I felt it was time for me to raise my 

son.  At that time my son was seven years old.  When I 

enrolled him in school, they told me he needed to be 

evaluated.  After the evaluation they told me my son suf-

fered with mental retardation.  My son also had a seizure 

disorder. We traveled back and forth to the Marshfield 

Clinic to see specialists, but nothing changed.  I hated 

God, because I couldn't understand how he could do 

this to me and my son. I went on to use more drugs 

and one night my boyfriend beat my son with a fishing 

rod.   

The next day he went to school and during gym they 

saw the scars and called the police.  My boyfriend was 

arrested and my son taken from me and placed in a 

foster home.  I continued to use drugs for a few more 

years and then finally, the light came on.  I called a 

friend and asked if he could help me.  He told me 

about a friend of his who had gone through treatment 

and had not used drugs for a couple of years.  He then 

took me to the hospital.  I went into treatment on May 

8, 1987 at Nova Treatment Center in Oshkosh Wiscon-

sin.  After spending 30 days At Nova Treatment Cen-

ter I went to Terra Halfway House. I started looking 

for jobs after my 30 days in treatment, but did not un-

derstand the application process.  The halfway house 

told me about Step Industries, a place that hires recov-

ering drug addicts and alcoholics. I completed an ap-

plication at Step Industries and was given a job work-

ing on the production line.  My experience at Step In-

dustries changed my life. 

I made a decision to work on several things.  First I 

would be on time every day and never call in sick or 

miss work for any reason.  I would give 100% of my-

self because I was grateful to have a job.  At the time I 

was earning $3.35 per hour.  I always made my quota 

for the day.  Step Industries believes in hiring and 

training its employees to advance in other areas at the 

plant.  One day they posted a job for a receptionist po-

sition.  I applied and was advanced to this position.  

The new position meant I would work in the front of-

fice with the president, the vice president and adminis-

trative assistant.  I had my own little office space and a 

radio.  I would sing every song I knew, knowing darn 

well I couldnôt sing, but being the loving people they 

were, they never said anything to break my spirit. I 

made one major error while working as receptionist. I 

was in charge of entering payroll and I paid everyone 

$400. 00 per hour. The error was detected by the ad-

ministrative assistant and we all had a big laugh.   

While working at Step Industries, I met a guy and 

started a relationship.  After four months into the rela-

Meet the Board:     Step Alumni Elzora Collins 



tionship I found out I was pregnant. Step Industriesô 

staff and employees supported me and nine months 

later I gave birth to a baby boy.  My son is now 21 

years old. Recovery has taught me to love and support 

my son and that anything is possible because we all 

make mistakes in life. My son has now enlisted in the 

Navy and has made me so very proud.   

Step Industries gave me a feeling of hope and great 

achievement.  I decided I wanted to give back what 

was given to me by becoming a alcohol and drug coun-

selor. I did my research and found out there was a 

place called Winnebago Mental Health Institute that 

offers training for persons to become drug counselors.  

I then went to Winnebago Mental Health Institution to 

inquire about their counselor training program.   

They told me I had to have two years free from using 

any drugs. I stayed clean and then began my training.  

After my year of training I was hired there to be a 

counselor.  I worked there for four years and then de-

cided to move to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the city I was 

raised in. I landed a job at Meta House, a Residential 

Treatment Facility for Women and Children. I worked 

there for 10 years and then went back to Step Industries 

located in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, as the Plant Man-

ager. After working there for five years I went on to 

open a Mental Health/AODA outpatient clinic.  I am 

going into my sixth year with the business, and have 21 

employees.  We offer such services as mental health 

therapy, AODA group therapy, AODA individual ther-

apy, random urinalysis, parenting, nurturing, life skills, 

home management, mentoring, job coaching, and place-

ment and anger management.  I now refer people to the 

Step Milwaukee Plant for employment. Without Step 

Industries believing in me and teaching me to believe in 

myself, none of this would have been possible. 

There is no place that I have ever known like Step In-

dustries.  They treat all of their employees with respect 

and give them the belief that they can accomplish what-

ever they want in life.  They acknowledge the good 

things about you, celebrate special occasions, train you 

in many areas, and even allow you to look for work or 

go to school while working for them.  The employees at 

Step Industries have similar stories like mine and are all 

recovering alcoholics or drug addicts.  Step Industries 

has been the family I never had.  I am a member of the 

Board of Directors for Step Industries and am now serv-

ing another three-year term.  If you have the opportunity 

to work at Step Industries, be grateful! 

Grateful Recovering Addict, 

Elzora Collins 

Sole Proprietor and Chief Executive Officer 

Fokus Family Services 
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life got better. I still had 18 months of parole to do, and 

I made it off with no violations. 

Step Industries gave me the chance I needed to get a 

work history started. My second time at Step I worked 

for almost 19 months. I then found a job at Keystone 

Automotive. On June 17th I will have 3 years clean, 

God willing. Every day is a new day. Recovery is more 

than a day at a time. Itôs every breathing moment at a 

time. Live it. Love it. Most of all, believe in yourself. 

Recovery comes first! 

I first came to Step Industries fresh from being locked up 

for almost 9 years. I was released to Nexus half way 

house in Oshkosh. From the age of 19 to 27 my life was 

at a standstill. My lack of job skills and felonies really 

hampered my job searches.  

Step didnôt care about the past and they were only inter-

ested in what I was doing for myself. I was really nerv-

ous working around people again. I started working at 

the County O plant with Craig Sawicki, building dis-

plays. I never thought Iôd say building displays was 

hard! 

My first attempt at Step lasted for only 8 months when I 

got revoked for rule violations. So I ended up sitting 

time again.  I got released, went back to Nexus and back 

to Step. I finally got sick of a life of nothing and decided 

to do something. I got out of a bad relationship and my 

Step Alumni   Chris G. 
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-What was life like before Step? 

Before I worked at Step, my life was a mess. I was very unstable 

and not a dependable, trustworthy employee or parent. In the 

beginning it was difficult to just get to work everyday, but even-

tually that got easier. 

-How long did you work at Step and what was your position? 

I had worked at step several times over about a 15 year period.  I 

worked on the production line, as the warehouse supervisor for 

awhile, and also as a team leader. The longest I worked there at 

one time was a couple of years. I also worked at the Fond Du 

Lac location way back whené 

-What did you learn at Step that helped you succeed in your 

life ? 

I learned some computer skills that enabled me to get the job I 

have now. I learned to follow through when I said I was going 

to do something. I learned to stick things out instead of throwing 

in the towel. Life is life and things change constantly. I used to 

think bad things always happened to me only. In reality, I cre-

ated most of my óbad.ô Life is life. We donôt ever have to settle 

for anything! If you donôt like it, change it! 

-How do you give back to the community now?                            

I try to be positive and if things are not going the greatest I try to 

get ñoutside of meò and do something for someone else. I also 

try to ALWAYS do what I say Iôm going to do. That is the 

opposite of how I lived when I was using. I always thought Iôd 

die of boredom if I ever quit drinking. Boy was I wrongé

there is never enough time in a day! 

I am raising 2 responsible, beautiful girls and I believe I have 

broken the cycle (of addiction) by being there for them, listen-

ing to them, supporting and guiding them in all they do. My 

oldest daughter is an honor roll student and is very athletic! 

My youngest daughter is 11 years old, and has been in ad-

vanced classes since she started 3rd grade and she can read, 

write and speak French fluently! She is also doing the same 

school work as her sister who is 2.5 years older. It has always 

been important to me to give them a good life. My life as a kid 

was very difficult! Itôs a far cry from one of my last relapses 

when my oldest daughter was 4 and said to me one day, 

ñyouôre lucky Mom because you have beer right?ò It could 

have been a lot different for them! 

- What do you see for your future? 

I would eventually like to move north to my husbandôs landé

itôs nice up there! The future is uncertain, my job is constantly 

changing so I may be looking in another direction for employ-

ment eventually. My girls are doing fantastic and I am looking 

forward to seeing them continue to grow up and become even 

more responsible people.  

Katye (Eckberg) Marquardt, Recovering Mother by Lisa Stadtmueller 

Prior to working at Step Industries, Erickôs life was quite simi-

lar to other active addicts. Life was out of control; in Erickôs 

case, drinking, going through a divorce, loss of a good job. In 

other words, he ñhit rock bottom.ò This, of course, did not hap-

pen overnight. 

Erick went through Nova Counseling Services and was living at 

Terra House when he was introduced to Step Industries. When 

he was hired in August, 2009, he had mixed feelings about the 

pay and didnôt feel Step was for him. Unknown surroundings 

and different people made him very hesitant. After two weeks 

of work, he relapsed. He went on a 3-4 day binge. When sober 

again, he called Sam and was told his file was closed and to 

keep in touch. 

After working a few dead end jobs, Erick realized Step was 

wear he needed to work. Erick did keep in touch with Sam. He 

called him once or twice weekly while committing himself to 

recovery.  Erick was hired back. After a time, Erick was offered 

a Key position (person who leads a production line).  He 

thought, ñThey have faith in me to offer me this position. Now I 

have to make myself accountable to others.ò 

Erick learned to work with people who challenged him. He 

eventually achieved self discipline, accountability, communica-

tion skills, and most of all, confidence. He started sharing with 

others about himself and in return learned to listen to what 

others had to say. He began to feel more comfortable, and he 

now knew that Step Industries was where he belonged. 

Erickôs work ethic, accountability, sobriety and positive atti-

tude was about to pay off. After 6 months of working at Step, 

he was ready to venture out on his own. He has a Bachelorôs 

Degree in Education and was ready to put it to use. 

Last year Erick moved on from Step and works at Fox Valley 

Technical College as an Administrative Assistant for Student 

Life. ñIt was the perfect transition for me. Helping students 

and the department makes my life very comfortable and con-

tent. Giving back to the community has been a blessing. It has 

also brought me closer to my family.ò 

I asked Erick about the future and he replied, ñI am very satis-

fied just for today. I take it one day at a time. I would like to 

go back to school to get my Masters Degree in Education. I 

also keep very active in my recovery program.ò 

Erick is truly an inspiration to all. His dedication and commit-

ment to his recovery helps others to believe that recovery is 

what you make of it. It will lead you to endless possibilities. 

Good luck to you, Erick, on your new found happinessðliving 

life at its best, clean and sober! God Bless. 

Whatever Happened to Erick H.?   By Lisa R. 
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Then and Now 

             Ken Pagel                                                   Craig Sawicki 


