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 The Last Bullet
By Mark C. Rossman

 

It was a miserable winter morning when they 
shackled Henry in the sheriff ’s van and 
prepared to escort him in through the back 
entrance of the jailhouse. When he stepped down 
from the vehicle, the slushy saltwater puddles in the potholed 
driveway soaked through the shoes he had polished for his 
sentencing, freezing his toes. His worn-out gray suit offered 
little protection to his thin body against the polar vortex that 
had swept down from the North, so he was thankful for  
the two overweight guards at his side, blocking the wind.
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They escorted Henry inside and reluctantly performed 
the intake procedures. Though he had killed a man—in 
cold blood, no less—they knew he presented no threat. A 
guard ordered him to take off his clothes for the obliga
tory body search, but stopped him at his undergarments 
and did not lay a hand on him.

Henry crammed the clothes he would never wear 
again into a plastic bucket and handed it to the mus
tached guard sitting behind a high counter. He knew 
the guard from years earlier, when he used to visit his 
clients in the jailhouse. He stood in the middle of the 
room shivering as the guards inventoried and logged 
his belongings.

The guard with the mustache asked Henry to identify 
the items in his wallet and place them into a clear plastic 
bag. He cooperated. There were wornout pictures of his 
children when they were still young. Wrinkled business 
cards. A small brass Star of David that his mother told 
him to always carry. A $5 bill. Other things an old man 
would accumulate in his wallet.

The last item was his soontoberevoked bar card. 
Henry stopped and stared down at the blueandwhite 
plastic card, which proved he was admitted to practice 
law. Like almost all licenses, the bar card has a number 
on it identifying the holder. In the universe of Michigan 
lawyers, this is called a “P number,” for the simple rea
son that it always begins with the letter P.

When the State Bar first started assigning P numbers in 
1974, Henry was uneasy with the practice. He sarcastically 
protested by announcing himself in court not by name, 
but by his P number only. Up until his very last appear
ance in a court of law, he would say, “May it please the 
court, P number twentyfive double seven three appear
ing on behalf of the defendant, your honor.”

The guard with the mustache shook him out of his 
reverie. “Okay, come on now, Henry, let’s move it along. 
Is that it for the wallet?”

“Numbers,” Henry mumbled. “They gave my father 
a number.”

“Whatchu talkin’ ’bout Henry? Move it along,” ordered 
an impatient guard.

“Number twentyeight eightynine, tattooed on his 
left forearm, right here,” he said, pointing to the inside of 
his own arm. “They couldn’t revoke that number,” Henry 
scowled as he tossed his bar card up on the counter. 
“Not until the flesh rotted from his bones.”

The guards finished their work in silence and escorted 
him to cell 382, where he would await transport to a more 
permanent and secure prison in the Upper Peninsula.

As a criminal defense lawyer, Henry had heard a lot 
of cell doors slam shut over the years. It sounded a bit 
different this time.

* * *
Years before he became a defendant himself, when 

he was in the prime of his practice, Henry was high on 
the list of attorneys who received appointments to rep
resent criminal defendants who could not afford a law
yer. He knew several of the appointing judges well. He 
drank with them on alternate Fridays at the Red Coat 
Tavern on Woodward.

Henry and these judges had an understanding that he 
would get all the capital cases he could handle. In these 
cases, he did not consider it his job to win, but to make 
sure that his clients had the benefit of their constitutional 
protections—a fair trial, due process. Having held these 
ideals in such high regard, his handling of the Oskar 
Breyer matter was quite a surprise to those who knew 
him. And even to those who didn’t know him.

As time passed, the people whom Henry knew down 
at the courthouse became fewer and fewer, and eventu
ally the appointments stopped coming. Once in a while, 
he’d get a call to defend a petty criminal or a drunk
driving charge. After a while, though, when he saw the 
court’s number on the caller ID, he would ignore it.

* * *
As his practice declined, Henry would nonetheless 

shine his shoes and put on his suit to go down to the 
courthouse to chat up clerks and watch the proceed
ings, with the hope that he could find someone who 
needed a lawyer. After a few years of this, Henry’s op
timism waned and the 
ordeal became more 
depressing than any
thing else. Thus, it be
came Henry’s habit to 
spend his afternoons 
alone in his kitchen 
reading the paper and 
sending emails to 
his grandchildren.

One afternoon, af
ter reading the paper 
several times over, 
he was surprised by 
a knock at his back 
door. Nobody had 
visited him for quite 
some time, so the rapping on the door startled him. 
Henry was pleased to find the whitehaired Judge Taylor 
standing on the porch in his overcoat and hat. Judge 
Taylor was known for running a very informal court 
back in the day, and Henry enjoyed practicing before 
him as much as he enjoyed drinking with him at the 
Red Coat.
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and since he’s in county lockup, I gotta appoint one. 
Probably not much to do. Just hold his hand for a while 
‘til he gets shipped out.”

“Who are you going to appoint?”
“That’s where you come in. You up 

for it?”
Henry would not decline this 

appointment, that’s for sure.

* * *
Henry waited until late that night 

to visit his client down at the jail
house. He knew that his old friend, 
Jack, still worked the night shift 
and would let Henry in after hours 
and without all the formalities of be
ing searched.

The heat in Henry’s car did not 
work very well, and he could see his 
breath as he drove over the familiar 
roads to the jail. He listened to AM 
news for any updates on the story con
cerning Oskar Breyer. Being that it was 
late at night, it was the same story that 
Henry had already heard several times over earlier that day.

Oskar Breyer, 93, accused Nazi war criminal found in 
Oakland County nursing home and expected to be charged 
with crimes against humanity once extradited . . . stay tuned 
to WWJ for updates.

Henry parked his car behind the jailhouse and walked 
through the fresh snow to the back entrance.

He knocked on the locked doors, and after a few 
minutes, a young guard appeared. Henry asked for Jack, 
explaining that he was an old friend from when he 
used to come down to the jail a lot to visit clients and 
he’d like to see him for a few minutes. Irritated, the 
young guard reluctantly got on his radio and called Jack, 
who came down immediately. He was excited to see his 
old friend.

“Henry, it’s been forever. What are you doing here?”
“Hey ya, Jack, good to see you. It has been some time.” 

They shook hands in a familiar way, and Jack told the 
young guard that he could go back on break.

“Geez, so what brings you down here tonight? Looks 
like you mean business. Got your suit on, shoes all shined 
up, your briefcase and all. What’s the deal?”

“The deal is that I’ve been appointed to represent one 
Oskar Breyer,” Henry said very seriously.

“Oskar Breyer. You don’t say? They say the guy’s a 
Nazi. Some group who goes out hunting those guys 
down after all these years caught him. What’s gonna hap
pen to him?”

They greeted each other warmly, and Henry invited 
him in for coffee. After some small talk, they settled in 
at the table.

“So what brings you out here, Jim?”
“A few weeks ago, they asked me to sit as a visiting 

judge on a criminal docket for some new judge who 
took a leave of absence for his wife’s baby. Can you be
lieve that?”

“Never heard of that before.”
“Times certainly have changed, I’ll tell you that. I guess 

they always do.”
“What do they call that anyway, paternity leave?”
They laughed.
“It was good for me, Henry. It got me out of the house 

and back on the bench for a few weeks, so that judge 
can take all the paternity leave he wants. Fine by me.”

“So what’s keeping you busy up there? Anything good?”
“Well, things got interesting this morning.”
“Tell me,” Henry said, leaning forward.
“I’m sitting there listening to all the rigmarole—pa

role violations, pleas, sentencing, things like that—and 
then they bring in this old guy, older than us, in his 90s. 
I’m thinking to myself, ‘What the hell did this poor bas
tard do?’”

Judge Taylor gulped his coffee.
“So, Henry, it turns out he’s a Nazi war criminal by the 

name of Oskar Breyer.”
“What? Why is he in county lockup? Did you say Oskar 

Breyer? Are you sure?” Henry quizzed the judge.
“Yes, it’s strange. They found him living in a nursing 

home in north Oakland County, actually collecting Social 
Security, if you can believe it. Sounds like they’re not sure 
what to do with him for now, so the county’s been asked 
to hold him pending a decision about wherever he’s 
gonna go. They’re still trying to sort it out, just for a day 
or two, they say. For now, though, he asked for a lawyer 

Henry waited until late that night 

to visit his client down at the 

jailhouse. He knew his old friend, 

Jack, still worked the night shift 

and would let Henry in after hours 

and without all the formalities of 

being searched.
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Henry calmly removed a worn blackandwhite pic
ture from his shirt pocket and handed it to Oskar Breyer. 
The man in the picture had a shaved head and was 
wearing striped prison garb. He held up a small placard 
with the number 2889 on it and was looking away from 
the camera.

“Look closely at that picture. Examine it, sir, and tell 
me what you see.”

“I see a man. . .he looks like a prisoner. I do not know 
who it is, though.”

“That’s my father, and he knew you, Mr. Breyer.”
“Oh, he did? Well I don’t recall him, though my mem

ory is not so good. Please forgive me.”
“He damn well recalled you. In fact, he knew you 

very well. And you knew him. Look closer, sir. Look at 
it!” Henry yelled, frightening the man.

“I do not recall that man in the picture. I do not, I tell 
you again.”

“He told me about you, Mr. Breyer.”
The old man shook his head and looked at the floor. He 

said nothing. Then Henry broke the silence by slamming 
a holstered pistol against the countyissued metal table.

“Well, perhaps you recognize that,” Henry demanded.
“A pistol?” Breyer nervously replied. “And why do 

you have it?”

“It is a Luger, is it not?” Henry asked, pushing it toward 
him. “Remove the gun from its holster,” Henry ordered.

Breyer complied, unsnapping the leather holster and 
removing the gun slowly. His hands were shaking, but 
he handled the gun with some degree of familiarity.

“I have never held a gun before, let alone this one,” 
the old man said as he looked it over.

“Mr. Breyer, please closely inspect the handle of this 
gun and you will see that there are three numbers there—
a three and a two and a four. Do you see that?”

“Well, we’ll just have to see now, won’t we?” Henry 
sardonically replied.

“You always got the tough ones. Come on, let’s go, I’ll 
take you up there. He’s cooling his jets up in cell block 
10. That’s where we put the strange ones.”

Jack led him around the metal detectors, notwith
standing the overhead sign that required everyone, even 
lawyers, to submit to a search. They walked together 
down a long, dimly lit brick hallway, rode up an elevator, 
and then passed through doors with multiple locks. 
After walking down another hallway with burnedout 
lightbulbs, they arrived at cell number 382.

Jack rapped his baton over the bars, startling the old 
inmate, who was lying prostrate on the simple bed in 
the corner of the cell, awaiting a fate that was beyond 
his control.

“Henry Satouchny, meet Oskar Breyer. Mr. Breyer, 
your lawyer,” Jack introduced the men as he opened 
the door.

Henry walked in and sat down on a metal chair.
“Jack, thanks, I think I’m all set. I can handle it from 

here. Can we have a bit of privacy?”
“Okay, for sure, then I’ll leave you be, and just holler 

when you’re ready to come out. I’ll be down the hall,” 
Jack said as he slammed the door shut, locking the two 
men inside the cell.

Oskar Breyer sat up and examined Henry through his 
round spectacles, which slid down to the tip of his pointy 
nose. The man was tall and strong, just as his father had 
described him, and though old, he appeared in good 
health. As Henry situated himself at the table, he was the 
first to speak.

“You understand, Mr. Breyer, I am your lawyer, and 
so anything we discuss is in the strictest confidence. It 
does not go beyond you and me. You do understand 
that, correct?” Henry said sternly, as if he were begin
ning a crossexamination.

“Yes, I understand that. Thank you for coming. Some
one must have been spreading slander about me, for this 
morning I was arrested, though I had done nothing 
wrong. What is your name again, mister? What did he 
say it was, I am sorry?”

“Satouchny.”
“Yes, Satouchny. Sometimes I have trouble remember

ing my own name, so forgive me. What is this is all about? 
It is like a dream. It is like I don’t even exist right now. 
What is happening?”

Henry did not answer his question. “Since, sir, we have 
an attorneyclient privilege, you can tell me what hap
pened with no fear of repercussion from me, and I will 
give you one chance to do so.”

The man raised his eyebrows, confused.
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Through the time he was sentenced, Henry was 
allowed out on a modest bond. Notwithstanding the 
murder charge, the prosecutors were comfortable in 
giving him time to get his affairs in order. There was 
no trial, and Henry refused the young courtappointed 
lawyer selected by the judge. He entered a guilty 
plea to a charge of firstdegree murder. Calling it a 
“crime of passion,” the prosecutor had only charged 
him with seconddegree murder, and even offered 
voluntary manslaughter. Henry refused the deal and 
said he would force a trial unless the charge was mur
der in the first degree. It was firstdegree murder that 
Oskar Breyer deserved, and it is what he got, Henry 
told the prosecutors.

At his sentencing, he walked up to the podium in his 
old gray suit and shiny shoes and put his appearance on 
the record one last time.

“P number twentyfive double seven three appear
ing on behalf of the defendant, myself, and also on be
half of my father, number twentyeight eightynine, 
your Honor.” n

The man looked confused.
“Do it!” Henry yelled.
“Everything okay down there?” Jack called out from 

down the hall.
“Yes, fine, Jack,” replied Henry. “The old boy is just a 

tad hard of hearing, if you know what I mean.”
“That’s what my wife says,” Jack hollered back, laughing.
Oskar Breyer looked closely at the pistol, raising his 

glasses, and then reluctantly confirmed, “Yes, I do see 
those numbers.”

“They are serial numbers. Every Naziissued Luger has 
them, correct? Do you recognize those numbers?”

“No, I don’t, and I can’t listen to this anymore. I don’t 
know what you’re talking about, sir.”

“Oh, you’ll listen, sir. Look here at the leather hol
ster. Do you see the letters etched on it? What are they? 
Read them.”

“Yes, I see them. An O and a B?”
Oskar Breyer was quivering and pale.
“Mr. Breyer, those are your initials, O and B. And so 

I ask you again, sir, is this your Luger, the one you used 
when you were a guard at Dachau, in Upper Bavaria, 
southern Germany?”

“No, you are gravely mistaken. I never owned a gun 
in my life. I have never even been in Germany.”

“Mr. Breyer, is it not true that on April 29, 1945, you 
were preparing to shoot my father, Levon Satouchny, in 
the back of the head, as you had dozens of men before 
him that day, before the Americans came?”

“I do not understand.”
Henry ignored him and continued. “But you did not 

shoot him because the camp was liberated at that very 
moment, and like a coward you threw your gun to the 
ground and scampered off into the woods.

“And they never found you, until now. Until now, 
sir, as you sit here across from the son of the man who 
could never forget you, whose dreams you haunted, 
who was a good man, and who, before he died, gave 
me this pistol and told me about you and what you 
had done.”

“Then do as you must do,” the old man replied.
Henry pulled back the hammer on the gun, never 

taking his eyes off the old man.
“Oskar Breyer, you had one bullet left in the chamber 

on that day, and, you see, it is still here to this day,” Henry 
said, showing him the chamber. “It was this bullet that 
you intended to put into my father’s head, and which, sir, 
I will now put into yours.”

Henry pressed the barrel of the Luger hard upon the old 
man’s forehead and used the last bullet that gun ever fired.

* * *

“Oscar Breyer, you had one bullet 
left in the chamber on that day, 
and, you see, it is still here to this 
day,” Henry said, showing him 
the chamber. “It was this bullet 
that you intended to put into my 
father’s head, and which, sir, I will 
now put into yours.”
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