
Dress Code 
 

“Dress like a box,” Deanna said in a voice raspy from smoking. She had one of 
her three fat, sweet Corgies cuddled on her lap as we sat together in her living room. 
Another was curled up on mine.  

“Don’t wear perfume,” she said. “Avoid any strong scent he can identify with 
you. He’ll try to get anything off you he can, even the smell of your shampoo.” 

I’d met Deanna as a bartender at One Eyed Jack’s, but for years she had worked 
at the Wyoming State Penitentiary in Rawlins, Wyoming and as a counselor to sex 
offenders. When she found out I was going to the state prison in a few weeks to do my 
interview with James Wiley, she offered to help me prepare. I studied a lot ahead of time 
reading books on interviewing techniques, learning how to interact with a sociopath, how 
to tell when someone is lying. 

I’d given her copies of all the letters he and I had exchanged over six months, 
even the last damning ones. A strand of my hair had fallen inside one of the envelopes – 
“had I known?” he asked. What color was my hair, he wanted to know.  

“I bet you anything he still has that hair,” Deanna said, leaning forward on the 
plush reclining chair. “Oh, they’re something else. They knew if I dropped weight, 
gained weight; if I changed my shampoo. He will go all over you looking for something 
he can hold onto, fantasize about later.” 

Talking about the visit in concrete details was strangely comforting against my 
fear that I was soon going to be standing in a room with a murderer. Not just that. I knew 
James Wiley wouldn’t hurt me. Because he thought he was in love with me.  

Deanna laughed, a rasping full-throated chuckle.  
“I bet you anything, he kept that hair,” she said.    
 
The February morning of the interview, I awoke before the alarm. In the darkness, 

I draw up the hood of my sweatshirt and sit cross-legged on the floor to meditate, pray. 
Hovering behind my back I can feel the murdered spirits, their energy excited, 
encouraging.  

Our interview is at 9 a.m., but I am supposed to arrive an hour earlier to go 
through the security checks. I’d showered the day before as planned, to give my scent 
time to fade. In the shower, I had huddled under the water behind my boyfriend, soaking 
up the heat and watching the water run off his back. After the shower, I straightened my 
hair, not wanting Wiley to know it was curly – briefly I’d thought about wearing a wig 
before that seemed too cowardly – and used unscented baby lotion on my dry skin.  

I began to dress in the clothes I had picked out ahead of time – white shirt, green 
sweater, jeans, hiking boots. I hope the sheriff is right and I am reflecting all the energy 
with as much forethought as I can. The county sheriff had his own superstitions about 
certain things. 

“Colors,” he told me. “I’m a big believer in what colors people wear.” 
Another sheriff had been in charge nineteen years ago on that Saturday morning, 

two days after Thanksgiving, when fifteen-year-old Jaime Wiley had shot his stepmother 
in the face. Next he’d shot his 12-year-old and five-year-old brothers, execution-style in 
the head. His ten-year-old stepbrother had escaped out the front door when Jaime ran out 



of shells and went to reload. Jaime chased after him and coaxed him back inside the 
trailer, then shot him in the back of the head.     

“Choose white or light colors,” the sheriff said to me. “Green was always good. 
Don’t wear gray.”   

My nostrils curl at the idea of Wiley delving through the layers of cotton, 
searching for my breasts. I remember the trucker who had driven by me on a highway, 
honking and smiling because my skirt had ridden up above my panties and he’d seen 
down through the open car sunroof.  

It is snowing lightly as I drive up to the prison, a low, flat mass of gray against the 
hundreds of miles of sagebrush desert. The check-in area is an office-style building. A 
bare room that holds a bay of small lockers along one wall, a walk-through metal detector 
at the far end, and a large desk set at an angle to the wall with a large, homely woman 
sitting behind it. Her steel-colored hair hangs limp and greasy across her forehead, into 
her eyes. The name-tag on her large, sagging bosom reads, “Norma.”    

“Hello. My name is Jessica Monday. I’m here to visit James Wiley.”  
Norma gives me a key to put my wallet and car keys in one of the lockers, and she 

keeps my driver’s license for collateral, to be collected on my return. She walks me 
through the metal detector and runs a wand over my breasts, belly and between my legs. 
We wait for the bus to be brought round to take me to Wiley’s pod.   

“Do you know James Wiley?”  
“Yes,” Norma says stiffly.   
“What do you think of him?”  
“I like him,” she says, almost grudgingly. “I sat up with him on constant watch a 

few times when I worked third shift. Even though we’re not supposed to, I would always 
bring a pad of Sudoku puzzles with me. Hey, I thought, it was better than falling asleep.  

“One night after a while he asked, ‘Can I have one of those?’ We’re not supposed 
to give them anything, but I thought what’s it gonna hurt?” Her loving tone is like a 
conspiratory grandma. “He took his pencil and had it done in five minutes. Then he 
copied the numbers onto a piece of paper and started working it in different ways. He’s 
smart. If you can keep him focused, I think you’ll see.”  

She pauses.  
“It’s when he gets bored,” she says. “He said that’s when he gets to ‘stinkin’ thinkin.’” 
 She barks a laugh.   
 

The visitor’s bus drives me through the prison complex. Through the tinted plastic 
windows I see monotone glimpses of empty dirt yards and one-story stone buildings 
sectioned off by rows of fencing and barb wire strung around the top. We pull up to a 
squat cement building, like the outside of a gymnasium, with a smaller building out front 
secured to the compound with wire fencing. An open courtyard is encircled in neat 
concentric rectangles of wire. I pass through another metal detector inside the building. 
The cold, unheated interior was barren of any design aside from function. I am surprised 
by the young guards, a man and woman about my same age. The public information 
officer for the prison will accompany me for the interview. When he arrives, the guards 
outfit me with a black plastic case the size of a beeper. They show me how to pull out the 
string on top if I get into trouble. Emergency responders will arrive in under four 
minutes. Four minutes.  



I walk through the series of chain link gates to the main building, the information 
officer unlocking and locking the gates as we go. We make small talk, his brother is a 
teacher in Park County where I am substitute teaching this year. Inside the central 
building there is a one-way dark blue glass control center at the apex of several hallways. 
The guards inside are several young men, whose curious eyes follow me. I wonder what 
they know about me, what they think about me and my interest in Wiley. I keep my gaze 
shuttered and follow the information officer down the hallway. We enter further into the 
pod through a set of a metal double-doors then stop to wait for a group of orange suited 
prisoners with guards to pass through the wide hallways that remind me of being in a 
hospital. I watch the men out of the corners of my eyes. A couple of them hoot and I turn 
my head away. After they pass, the information officer and I walk through another set of 
metal doors as he explains we will be meeting Wiley in the parole board hearing room. It 
is a plain meeting room with long rectangle tables that dominate the space and several 
padded chairs. The width of the table between Wiley and I is less than two feet.  

I set my camera bag down and begin assessing the room for the best possible 
seating. A voice comes over the information officer’s radio announcing Wiley is on his 
way. I rush playing with buttons, plugging and unplugging cords, arranging things on the 
conference table. A buzz at the door announces Wiley’s arrival. I looked up from the 
table at the door. James Wiley walks through huddled between three guards, who move 
en masse around him.  

At 5’5”, Wiley is so stocky I can barely see more than the top of his head, but 
then his eyes catch mine through the press of uniformed shoulders and I read the 
unsuppressed excitement. There is constant movement around him, guards jostling back 
and forth unlocking and unhooking, but his eyes keep watching me curiously. I break eye 
contact first and stick my hands in my pockets waiting for the guards to dictate the next 
step.  

Around his orange short-sleeve jumper, Wiley is shackled at the ankles and wrists 
with a long thick chain connecting the two. The guards unhook his ankles and torso 
chain. Two of the officers leave, and the third stays behind. He is wearing the same dark 
uniform as the others, but separately identifiable by his small spectacles and strawberry 
blond buzz-cut hair. We all stand still for a moment. Then the information officer leads 
the precession and makes introductions.   

“Hello,” I say to the guard.   
He nods and says hello.  
“We will both be in the room the entire interview,” the information officer 

continues. “We won’t be listening to what you are saying, but we will be making sure 
everything goes smoothly and we will stop the interview at anytime if we need to, ok?” 

I nod.  
“Do you want him cuffed or uncuffed?” the guard asks to me. 
I look at James and then back to the guard.  
“I would like him to be as comfortable as possible, so uncuffed,” I say, looking at 

Wiley as I speak the last words. My eyes silently saying, I’m going to trust you. He stares 
right back at me. The thick humps of muscles across his shoulders and chest swelling 
against the thin orange cloth of his jumpsuit.   

“I’ve got to call down for the keys again then, I don’t have those,” the guard says.  
“Oh well if it’s going to be a big hassle…”  



“No it’s fine,” the guard says quickly before he tucks his chin down to make the 
call over the radio. “It’ll take ‘em a minute to get back here.”  

When the officer with the key is buzzed in, the guard unlocks the cuffs and Wiley 
shakes out his arms. I hold my breath.  

Wiley turns away from the guard and me to walk over to a small sink set back 
beside the door. He takes a clear plastic cup upturned on the edge of the sink and fills it, 
then takes a drink. Craning his neck around to look at me, he asks in a soft voice, “Would 
you like a glass of water?”   
 


