
Senior Current Issues Final Exam Reflective Writing – Riley McElfish (2017) 
 
The New Yorker (Ariel Levy is the author) 
The Price of a Life 
April 13th, 2015 
 
Who: Exonerees 
What: The conviction of innocent people and the effects caused by the imprisonment. 
When: The main focus is from 1985 until 2014. 
Where: Long Island, New York 
Why: The article informs the reader of the numerous injustices and wrongful imprisonment of 
numerous innocent people and the effects of the imprisonment on them. 
 
“I oftentimes say, ‘We’ve all been in prison; we imprison ourselves in relationships, in financial-
bankruptcy---we lock our own selves up. The only difference between my prison and yours is 
somebody else had the key to my release.” -Richard Miles 
 

Richard Miles is briefly mentioned to have started his own organization to help provide 
public services for communities affected by incarceration. His organization is called Miles of 
Freedom. I like this statement because it makes complete sense. All of the people that have been 
wrongly imprisoned had minimal to no control over their situation. However, we have the ability 
to make whatever choices we want, and can choose the holes we dig ourselves into and we are 
just as capable of getting ourselves out of those holes, but people who are convicted for a crime 
that they did not commit cannot do anything to make the situation better and they have no say in 
getting out of the prison cell. 
 
 
Summary: 

The article opens up with a memory from John Restivo’s and Marge Neidecker’s teenage 
life of drag racing, listening to Bob Dylan, and smoking together. After high school, the two 
friends parted ways. Neidecker married at 19 years old, and Restivo went to work for his father 
at the family moving-and-storage company. When Restivo was 24, his dad died, and a year later, 
his girlfriend gave birth to their son. In March, 1985, he was driving to go check a company 
truck and was pulled over by three unmarked cars with men inside claiming to be police officers. 
A detective named Joseph Volpe said they were investigating a rape and murder of a 16-year-old 
and he proceeded to tell him he was in “un-America [and] you have no rights here.” Restivo was 
also hit in the face by another detective. He was later found guilty (along with 2 coworkers, John 
Kogut and Dennis Halstead) and sentenced to 33 years to life in prison.  

However, all of the men were innocent. The police department of the county had false 
evidence and even chose to not follow a lead that had valuable evidence to find the true culprit. 
The van claimed to be used for the abduction was even on bricks with no tires at the time of the 



crime, and hair was removed from the dead body was planted in the car by a detective. The three 
men were wrongfully convicted. Restivo suffered from severe P.T.S.D. after he was released on 
June 11th, 2003 at the age of 44. He could not invest in a 401K, he was socially unstable, and his 
(ex)girlfriend took his son and her husband adopted him. He had to live on the “compensation” 
that he was given from the state of New York: $2.2 million in exchange for losing 18 years of his 
life… 

There have been 1575 people in the United States who have been exonerated (wrongfully 
convicted and released after proven innocent). Compensation is the money that these innocent 
people receive to “make-up” for their imprisonment, and they basically have to try to live on the 
money they receive; Wisconsin has a maximum compensation of only $25,000 (regardless of the 
length of time served), and twenty states have no compensation statutes at all. Only 5 states 
provide exonerees with mental-health services or medical treatment, and only 4 offer job-
placement assistance. Texas, however, offers exonerees health insurance, free tuition to any state 
university, and a year of free counselling. There is an organization called Centurion Ministries, 
with only 10 people on its staff, that does its absolute best to help free wrongly incarcerated 
people, and one of the chief investigators is 82 years old.Centurion spends an average of two 
decades on each case, and they have succeeded 53 times. Centurion spend about 10 years on 
Restivo’s case, and then the Innocence Project helped out and got Restivo released. 

Restivo and Halstead took Nassau County to court; firstly, to establish its liability and the 
fact that the police department did not give Restivo and Halstead a fair trial; secondly to 
determine the damages done to them and how much to compensate for their suffering. The court 
ruled that they were to receive $36 million for their pain and suffering in prison. Restivo 
eventually married his childhood friend, Neidecker. And he planned to spend some of his money 
to buy himself a boat and give it the best name that he could think of: Best Revenge. 

 
 

Reflection: 
 I had no idea how traumatizing being wrongfully incarcerated is. I knew that going to 
prison definitely affects a majority of people in numerous different ways from watching TV and 
movies. After reading this article, I now know that being incarcerated is bad, but being 
incarcerated as an innocent person is a hell of a lot worse in comparison. I still an in awe that 
Restivo was arrested for this crime that he obviously did not commit. An actual moron could tell 
that he was entirely innocent. 

The evidence that he brought up about the FACT that his company vehicle was on 
blocks, meaning it is literally immobile, is certainly more than acceptable in my opinion, 
especially alongside the FACT that the detectives had removed hair from the decomposing body 
and planted it in the car, which was confirmed by forensic specialists to have been removed from 
the body several hours after death. Also, the FACT that when the semen from the vaginal swabs 
used in the autopsy was DNA tested three times in three separate labs and the first test was 
inconclusive and the second two were both negative came, says something suspicious when the 



Nassau County said that the swabs had been partially consumed from serological tests and all of 
the incriminating DNA may have been removed from the swabs. 

I also had no idea that there were states that would have no compensation at all for 
innocent people that the state itself put in jail, especially when some people are in jail for over 10 
years. The fact that Wisconsin only allows for $25,000 to be given no matter how long the 
person has been incarcerated is a complete joke. The annual income for the poverty line for a 
family of four today is at $22,811 per year. If a person is in prison for 10 years and only gets 
$25,000 for the time they were forced to be in prison for something that they did not do is just a 
slap in the face and a way of the state saying, “We do not care about your well-being, we just 
like to have money in our own pockets.” I think that a person who is incarcerated for 10 years 
should get at least $300,000. That is enough for them to at least get a leg up and start their new 
life. 

I am glad that Texas actually gives a crap about people who are thrown into prison for 
something that they did not do. A free education at whatever state university they want, health 
insurance, free counseling, a monthly annuity, and $80,000 per year for incarceration without 
having to file suit. That is what I call caring about something that you screwed up on, especially 
when it literally put a person through what many would consider to be a hellhole. I am also glad 
that there are organizations out there that are working to help the people that suffer from the 
errors of our trusty justice system. Also, police basically have diplomatic immunity and are 
completely able to strip away a person’s rights with no repercussions. And the judges just seem 
to think that the police departments do their jobs correctly 100% of the time; that thought is 
about as dumb as the slogan for the cologne used in the movie Anchorman: The Legend of Ron 
Burgundy which was called “Sex Panther” and the slogan was “60% of the time, it works every 
time!” 
 
 
Question: Why are these people who are wrongfully incarcerated and then exonerated not 
getting what Texas is giving to the innocent people that are incarcerated and later exonerated 
there? 
 
Answer: The innocent people that are thrown into prison and then exonerated are not receiving 
the numerous things that they need to help them cope with the suffering that they experienced 
because the states do not give two shits about what happens to these people when they are 
released back into the real world. Most of the people that are exonerated were imprisoned before 
cell phones were used and even before the internet was more than just a thought, and they are 
like a baby that knows nothing about what they are seeing. They need to have their hands held 
and they need to be walked through how to live in the new world that they are exposed to. But 
this is not going to happen at all. There are too many people that have no idea that this type of 
thing is actually an issue at all, and the states do not care enough to help these people. A big part 
of these people not getting help is that the states do not want to have to spend money on these 
people, or if they do spend money on them, it is only meant to look big enough to make a 



difference so the public will not try to change policy to force them to spend more money on 
them. It also takes effort and work to implement this type of thing and the people in charge have 
what they probably call “more important issues” to attend to, or the all-time classic response of 
“We are in the process of working on it” or “We are doing everything in our power to resolve 
this issue.”  
 
	


