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It was an occurrence during a cab ride as we returned to Baker Street one pleasant evening in the latter half of May, 1895, that was to begin the case that I have here recorded as that of ‘The Man on Westminster Bridge.’

Holmes had become increasingly frustrated over the past weeks as nothing of great note had occurred to stimulate that great machine within his head that needed a constant challenge. For the last few days he had prowled our rooms in Baker Street like a caged beast, avidly devouring The Times each day hoping to find a case worthy of his talents. Each day I had found the newspaper torn and tossed aside in disgust. 

In an attempt to distract Holmes, I had suggested an outing to one of the Royal Parks. Holmes, after a great deal of persuasion, had grudgingly agreed. In truth, he himself could recognise that he was close to the edge of that abyss that would surely take him if his mind remained unchallenged and turned in upon itself.

We had spent a pleasant enough time strolling for perhaps an hour in the sunshine and, although the physical exercise had helped Holmes, the machine inside his head continued to race towards destruction. Having done all that I could, we hailed a cab and set off back towards Baker Street. 

Throughout the journey, Holmes had remained silent and looked straight ahead, seeming oblivious to his surroundings. It was as we crossed Westminster Bridge that he suddenly cried out "Stop!" and began hammering on the roof of the cab. The cabbie in response pulled back hard on the reins and the cab slewed to a stop. Holmes leaped from the cab and ran full tilt towards the stone balustrade of the bridge. For one dreadful moment I thought that he had decided to end it all and leap headlong into the Thames.

As quickly as I could, I followed crying out "Holmes! Holmes! For pity's sake, wait for me!" but it was to no avail. Holmes by now had mounted the balustrade and was seen to be reaching down towards something below him. 

As I grew near, I heard him say, "You seem to be having some difficulty climbing back from there, friend. Allow me to help you." After a few moments and as I watched, I saw a hand reach up and grasp the one offered by Holmes. Gradually, its owner came into view and Holmes assisted the figure back over the balustrade.

The figure before us was that of a middle aged man and clearly in some distress. He was dressed as one would for The City although some of his clothes had become unbuttoned and flapped like limp, black wings in the evening breeze. Looking at his face, I noted it was streaked with tears and his eyes were wild with emotion. He nodded to Holmes, saying, "I do not know whether to thank you, sir, or curse you."

It was at that moment he collapsed before us. We were barely able to grasp his limp figure to prevent his head smashing onto the stone flagstones of the pavement. Propping the lifeless man against the balustrade, I reached for my hip flask and poured out a sizeable measure of medicinal brandy into the silver cup of the flask. Holmes took the cup from my grasp and poured a little into the mouth of the limp figure before us. Almost instantly the man coughed and became animated as the fiery spirit trickled down his throat.

Holmes grasped the fellow beneath one armpit and I followed suit. Together we staggered with him towards the cab and somehow managed to seat him inside. I rode with him whilst Holmes joined the cabbie at the rear.

By the time we had reached Baker Street our fellow traveller was much improved and was able to climb the stairs to our rooms almost under his own steam. Once inside, I immediately rang for Mrs Hudson and asked her to provide a pot of tea.

Our guest sat on our settee and for the first time he seemed able to make some sense of his hosts and the surroundings he found himself in.

Blinking slightly, he said, "I am most grateful for the help you have given me this evening, gentlemen. It is far more than I deserve for I am a wretched man. I do not deserve your kindness. Had you implored me not to jump, then I fear that that would have been the trigger for me to end it all. I don't even know your names or indeed where I am. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Anthony Stewart. "

I looked towards Holmes and I could see that he was nodding in agreement. Holmes began thus, "I am Sherlock Holmes and this is my friend Doctor John Watson. You are a guest in our rooms in Baker Street." 

A slight knock at the door announced the arrival of Mrs Hudson with the tea and after pouring out three cups, we settled back and sipped our tea in silence. After perhaps five minutes had passed, Holmes leant forwards slightly, asking, "What has brought you to this position Mr Stewart?"

Our guest regarded Holmes with a face full of woe. "Mr Holmes, I am a weak man. I have a good position in The City but I have a weakness that clouds all my judgement and is the ruin of me. I am a gambler and, Lord help me, it has ruined me... or one accursed man has. I have lost everything: my wife, my children, my home...everything. I know it is my fault but he has taken everything in a way that is against all the odds. He is a cheat... I know it, but it is nothing I could prove... and it not just my life that is forfeit, he has ruined others’ too."

I could see a spark of interest in Holmes's eyes as he listened to our guest's story. "Who is this man that you accuse?" asked Holmes.

Stewart's face hardened. "His name is Cooke, Major Tobias Cooke. He is a retired army officer and I rue the day I ever set eyes upon the man. He appears to have the luck of the Devil himself."

Holmes sat back in his armchair, his fingers steepled against his lips. "And where does this gambling take place?" asked Holmes.

Our guest looked up wearily, saying, "At a gentleman's club, Bairstow's, in Westminster."

Holmes's eyes now burned, he obviously knew the name and was eager to involve himself in this matter. "And where will you sleep tonight, Mr Stewart?"

Stewart shook his head, saying, "I am unsure... I left the small amount of money that I have, together with a letter to my wife and children, in my rented rooms in Putney. I believed that this was to be my final day on Earth."

Standing, Stewart continued, "I have taken too much of your and the good Doctor's time, I must make my way back to Putney somehow."

Holmes reached into his pocket and from it he took half a crown. This he pressed into the hand of our guest, saying, "This will be sufficient for your cab fare, Mr Stewart. Your story intrigues me. Have no fear, we will meet again and I will enquire further into this Major Cooke."

Our guest was clearly moved by Holmes's gesture and he took Holmes's hand, saying, "Have a care, Mr Holmes, for the Major is a violent man towards those who do not pay their debts or have crossed him."

Holmes nodded and guided Mr Stewart to the door. With a nod to Holmes, he was gone.

I sat a little bemused by the evening's happenings. "This Major Cooke seems to be something of a scoundrel, Holmes. What do you propose?" I asked.

Holmes had returned to his armchair and had taken up his pipe. Drawing steadily upon it, he replied, "I think I need to have some breakfast with my brother." Having said this, Holmes took a page from his notebook before dashing off a telegram and ringing for Mrs Hudson.

This reply was of no help and did little to enlighten me... but I would have to wait until the morning and breakfast with Mycroft.
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