
  
  
      
        
          The Chemistry of Love

          A Hollow Bridge Novella

		      
          Briana Bass

        

        
          
          Perfect Peace Publishing, LLC

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Briana Bass 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Perfect Peace Publishing, LLC at brianabass@authorbrianabass.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.






  
  Also by Briana Bass








The Hollow Bridge Series


The Doctor's Devotion 

The Chef's Crush

The Lawyer's Love

The Reverend's Regard

The Sheriff's Sweetheart

The Firefighter's Flame








  
  Content Warning
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  Chapter One - Anna

October 3


Margaritas taste better going down than they do coming up. 
My throat burns as I retch into the toilet. The tile floor under my knees is unforgiving, but that's future Anna's problem. Presently, I'm much more preoccupied with the churning in my stomach.
"I'm never drinking again," I moan.
Behind me, Ben chuckles. "We both know that's a lie," he says as he carefully gathers my hair and secures it with an elastic.
With my hair safely out of the splash zone, I lean back and give him a weak smile. "I'm so glad you're my best friend," I say.
Ben grins, eyes dancing with mirth as he pats my shoulder. "Pretty sure the toilet is your best friend right now."
As if on cue, my stomach gurgles again, and I hurry to lean over the toilet. I dry heave for a moment, jaw tightening and stomach clenching, but ultimately gagging on nothing. 
Throughout it all, Ben rubs soothing circles on my back. What would I do without him?
I take a deep breath through my nose and slowly release it, mentally cursing the bar for offering dollar margaritas. It's a great marketing tactic for Homecoming weekend, but I don't appreciate them taking advantage of my non-existent willpower.
Okay, so I can't blame the bar. I'm an adult. I chose to drink more than I should have. And now I'm paying the price.
Hands shaking, I reach up and flush the toilet. My stomach is empty, nothing left to bring up. That doesn't stop the pounding in my head or the tremors in my limbs as I struggle to stand. Strong hands grip my elbows, and Ben gently pulls me to my feet. I sway, grasping his forearms for balance. "Easy," Ben murmurs. "Take your time. We've got all night."
A small smile tugs at my lips. Ben is great. The moment we met at our first campus chapel service freshman year, he became my best friend. He's seen my highs (interning at the state capitol last summer) and my lows (dollar margarita night). He's also… a man!
"Benjamin Howard, you can't be in here!" I shriek, twisting in his arms. "This is the women's bathroom!"
Ben shakes his head as I flail and elbow him in the abdomen. "There's no one else in here, Anna," he says patiently. "Besides, Hazel saw you stumble in tonight and gave me her blessing to look after you. Well, more like she ordered me to. She said something about not wanting to deal with barf in the hallway."
(Hazel Armstrong is my favorite resident advisor. She acts like she hates her job but secretly loves taking care of us.)
That still doesn't mean Ben is allowed in the women's restroom.
"You can't be in here," I repeat. I pull away and cross my arms, frowning at the amusement on Ben's face. "It isn't funny! You could get in serious trouble."
Ben sighs heavily. "Come on then, let's go." He holds out an arm, and I cling to it as the room spins again, squeezing my eyes shut and taking deep breaths until the dizziness subsides.
Note to self: just because you can legally drink, doesn't mean you should.
"Are you taking me to my room?" I ask as we shuffle across the bathroom.
"After you wash out your mouth," Ben says. 
I run my tongue along my teeth and wrinkle my nose, the acrid taste in my mouth making me want to vomit again. We pause by the row of sinks attached to the far wall and I grip the edge of the closest sink, head bowed as I take several deep breaths through my nose. Ben hovers by my side and I subconsciously lean into the warmth radiating from his body.
After what could be seconds or minutes, I exhale slowly and straighten up. Ben turns on the tap and I cup water in my hand and bring it to my mouth, swirling it around several times before spitting it in the sink.
He leads me out of the bathroom and steers me down the hall. I hide my face in Ben's side when I see Tabitha Bond and Lily Nguyen poking their heads out of room 208. While the two sophomores have become good friends of mine over the past year, I don't want them to see me pale, shaking, and clinging desperately to poor Ben just to keep myself upright. I still have my pride.
My head throbs and I groan. Pride be darned, I just want to get to my room and lie down.
"Is Anna okay?" Lily asks as she braces herself against the door jamb. Tabitha returns to lounging on her bed, though she furrows her brow as she takes in my disheveled appearance. In my defense, no one looks good after spending half an hour on the bathroom floor. 
"She just needs some rest," Ben replies.
Lily nods. Her keen eyes watch us as we stagger across the hall to room 207. Well, I stagger and nearly drag Ben down with me. Who knew drunk Anna was so strong?
"Steady," Ben says as he clutches my waist, somehow managing to keep me upright.
We pause at my door as I frantically search for my key. My hands fly to my pockets, but they come up empty. "I lost my key!" I wail.
Ben reaches around and straightens the green lanyard hanging from my neck. "Your key's right here."
I glance down at the bronze key swinging from the lanyard. Ben must have turned the lanyard around so the key was on my back while I threw up. He's smart like that.
It takes two tries, but I finally unlock the door. I immediately faceplant on my bed, something heavy landing beside me with a grunt. I turn my head to see Ben hanging half off the bed, his upper body squashed between me and the mattress.
"Oops," I say with a grin. "Didn't expect to get you in my bed tonight. I thought you were waiting until marriage."
Ben ignores me as he extricates himself. "And here I was worried about you hurting yourself when I should have worried about you hurting me," he says, rubbing his side where it slammed into the bedframe.
"I'd never hurt you, bestie," I mumble into the pillow.
"Nice to see throwing up didn't sober you up," Ben says as he walks to the cupboard by the window, flinging it open and rummaging around. He returns seconds later with a bottle of water and two painkillers.
That's when Leilani Kealoha pushes open the door, typing furiously on her phone. She glances up, spies Ben hovering over me, and rolls her eyes. 
"Hey, roomie," I say with a wave.
Leilani pockets her phone and puts her hands on her hips. "Do I even want to know?"
Ben shoves the water bottle and the pills into my hands with a stern instruction to take them immediately. "Anna had a little too much fun at the bar," he says. "Don't worry, Leilani, she'll be fine in the morning."
My beloved roommate ducks under her loft and drops onto the threadbare couch we thrifted last fall. If Ben is my best friend, Leilani is my second best friend. Not second-best as in lesser quality or anything like that, just second on the best friend list. Can you have a best friend list? Best friend list. Best friend list. List, list, list. That's funny. Why is it funny?
I wince as blinding pain shoots through my head. Ben and Leilani may be my friends, but tequila is decidedly not.
"No one forced you to drink all those margaritas," Ben chides.
"But it's Homecoming," I whine. "Everyone's drinking. Except you. Why didn't you drink with me tonight?"
"You know why," Ben says quietly. "Besides, I have a game tomorrow." He taps the water bottle in my hands. "Now take your medicine and go to bed. You need to be functional for your shift tomorrow night."
Right, I forgot I have to work tomorrow. Waitressing isn't glamorous, but it helps pay tuition. And the occasional free meal is a heck of a bonus when you're a broke college student. 
I dutifully swallow the painkillers, opening my mouth wide to prove I did as I was told. Ben snorts, though I can tell he's pleased with me. He retrieves the water bottle from my loose grasp and caps it before setting it on the floor beside the bed. "Get some rest, Anna," he says as he runs his hand over my head. 
Blearily, I watch him leave. Leilani watches him too, her dark eyes tracking Ben's every move. As soon as the door shuts, she stabs a finger in my direction. "Why aren't you two dating?" Leilani demands.
"Ben's my best friend," I say as I burrow into my pillow. Ben's right. I should go to bed. Sleep sounds wonderful right now.
But Leilani's like a dog with a bone. "He acts more like a boyfriend," she says, undeterred.
It's not the first time she's broached the subject, nor is she the first person to comment on my relationship with Ben. People have been talking about us for years. Why is it so hard for folks to consider that a man and a woman can be platonic friends? There is absolutely nothing romantic between us.
"We're just friends," I say.
Leilani shrugs. "If you say so." She leans back on the couch, crossing her legs and cocking her head to the side, studying me. Unnerved by the scrutiny (and squinting in the harsh fluorescent light from overhead), I awkwardly flip over to face the wall. The water and pills in my stomach jostle and I pray I don't vomit again.
I'm just starting to drift off when I hear Leilani say, "If you really are just friends, then you wouldn't mind if I ask him out?"
Suddenly, I am completely sober.
Leilani is interested in Ben. My roommate wants to date my best friend. Would that be so bad? They're my two favorite people in the whole world. It should be a great idea, the best idea ever. 
So why do I automatically hate it?
My heart pounds as my eyes dart back and forth over the whitewashed concrete wall. It would be selfish of me to keep Ben all to myself. As I've told everyone a hundred times, we're just friends. Ben can date whomever he wants. Besides, just







