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			“I have no idea how these 
two made it as friends.”

			— Michael W. Smith
Grammy award–winning singer-songwriter and authority on friendship

			The year was 1984. The setting was Edmond Mid-High. Eddie James, freshman football player and all-around moral guy, walked the hallways with the confidence of a sophomore, holding hands with his girlfriend, Jill. Every day held the promise of the blissful moment when Eddie would strut to the cafeteria, grab the hand of his beloved, and stroll down the hallway hand in hand with Jill, talking about their day. Perhaps some would call it puppy love, but to Eddie James, it was the most real thing he’d ever experienced in his life. She was indeed his everything.

			Until one day—
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			Tommy:	Wait, wait, wait. Stop. Hold up.

			Eddie:	What’s the matter?

			Tommy:	This is the story we’re starting with? To kick off our book on friendship?

			Eddie:	Yeah.

			Tommy:	This is a terrible idea.

			Eddie:	I think people should know.

			Tommy:	In my opinion, I think there are better stories to start with. 

			Eddie:	Like what?

			Tommy:	Like the time I saved your life.

			Eddie:	You never saved my life.

			Tommy:	The time I introduced you to your wife.

			Eddie:	Didn’t happen.

			Tommy:	The time I rescued you from that porta-potty.

			Eddie:	Stop. This is fine. Let the man continue.

			Tommy:	The man is us.

			Eddie:	What?

			Tommy:	We’re the ones telling the story.

			Eddie:	Well, then, move aside and
	let us talk.
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			—until one day, Eddie grabbed Jill’s hand, and she didn’t grab back. 

			Eddie tried again, but there was nothing. A quick glance at her body language told him there was a problem. A big, big problem.

			 Gathering his courage, Eddie stopped Jill in the middle of the hallway and said, “Hey, Jill . . . is everything okay?” Eddie looked deep into her eyes, the way he’d seen it done in all the John Hughes movies. “What’s the matter?”

			Jill took a breath and said, “Um . . . Eddie, I think we need to talk.”

			A chill ran up his spine. He’d heard of girls saying this to boys like him but had not yet experienced it for himself. Eddie swallowed hard but maintained his composure. “Okay. Let’s talk.”

			“Eddie . . . I think I like someone else.”

			There it was, the emotional gut punch. All the breath left him.

			As a steady stream of students rushed around them like water around a river log, Eddie grabbed Jill’s hands. “Look,” he said, “I can’t tell you who to like, and I’m heartbroken that you don’t like me. But I’ve heard about this one guy . . . this guy in the musical, and he has a bad reputation, okay? And so . . . so please, please tell me it’s not that guy, that it’s not—”
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			Tommy:	It was me.

			Eddie:	Stop smiling.

			Tommy:	Tommy Woodard.

			Eddie:	Yes, you don’t have to say
	your name.

			Tommy:	Some people might not know.

			Eddie:	That’s how it all began. Tommy Woodard, master thespian and all-around jerk, stealing my ninth-grade girlfriend.

			Tommy:	I guess we have some explaining to do.

			Eddie:	I guess we do.

			Tommy:	By the way, I appreciate the “master thespian” tag, but “all-around jerk” is a little harsh.

			Eddie:	Harsh yet accurate. Tenth grade, you were a class-A jerk.

			Tommy:	True.

			Eddie:	A weird way to start a lifelong friendship, but that’s how it started for us. Over a girl. A girl who later woke up, came to her senses, and ended up liking me again.

			Tommy:	Wait a minute—

			Eddie:	Not now. I’m finishing the story of how this closed chapter on a girl started an amazing chapter of friendship. We couldn’t know then all the complications, laughter, hijinks, and common bonds we’d form in this new chapter. But there you go—lifelong friends because of a girl.

			Tommy:	Well, she didn’t go back to you, did she?

			Eddie:	Shhhh. Let’s move on to defining friendship.
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			What is a friend, anyway? This seems like a simple question. But in the digital age, where the lines between IRL (in real life) and social media are often blurred, maybe the question is harder to answer than it first appears.

			Which is why we wrote this book. 

			Twenty or thirty years ago, we all took for granted our frequent, if not daily, interaction with friends, classmates, colleagues, and fellow churchgoers. But who (beyond a few extraordinarily perceptive writers and the God of the universe) could’ve predicted we would come to live in a society that struggles with social interaction and the formation of deep relationships?

			Today, face-to-face human interaction is being traded in for the cheap counterfeits that digital media offers. And like an underworked muscle, we’ve begun to forget how to carry the weight and responsibility of relationship building.

			We now struggle to know how to work out our differences, count on one another, build each other up. We’re afraid, or maybe too tired, to reach out to our neighbors or answer the phone when a friend calls to talk (despite our phones always being at our fingertips). 

			In fact, many people might say it’s just too hard to form deep and meaningful friendships outside our immediate families. Or that it’s equally as hard to keep them, if we ever had them at all.

			We wrote this book in the hope of inspiring you to blaze a new trail in the pursuit of relationships that exist beyond the screen. The kind that meets for coffee. That takes trips together. That writes letters of affection to one another. That picks up the phone to hear an actual voice.

			Sound crazy?

			Maybe it is crazy. But it’s possible and also highly rewarding. 

			As we’ve found out in our thirty-plus-year friendship, the work that goes into building this kind of friendship is well worth the time and effort, because how it pays off is far more meaningful than anything you can ever find using Wi-Fi or an unlimited data plan.

			Is friendship easy? Not always. But that’s why we set out to write this book. We’ve learned a thing or ten over the years about having a good friend and being a good friend, and we wanted to share with you practical tips and nuggets of wisdom that apply whether you’re male or female, young or old, married or single. We want to help you build relationships that you’re more than willing to invest in, no matter the hills that need to be climbed. Sometimes the rockiest roads lead to the best of friends. 

			Finding and building friendships that last takes a little bit of courage. It requires you to take the risk of reaching out to say hello, to make the sacrifice of spending time you don’t have, and the commitment to stay with the relationship through difficulties and hurts.

			Does it sound daunting? Maybe it is. By pulling back the curtain on our friendship, we hope to show you that great friendship doesn’t mean a smooth ride. You’ll read about the anguish we’ve gone through as buddies. You’ll hear about some of the misunderstandings we’ve had to crawl through together. But you’ll also witness what this adventure has produced on the other side—and the harvest it still produces to this day.

			We have a long track record, not of perfect harmony but of working out our differences and sharpening iron together. We have a feeling you’ll be surprised by some of what you’re about to read, but we hope you’ll stick with us. You’ll walk away with a new appreciation for friendship as well as the tools to build your own relationships to heights you never dreamed.

			Buckle up!
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Chapter 1

			
You’ve Got 
a Friend in Me
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			“Friendship is so weird. You just pick a human you’ve met and you’re like, 
‘Yep, I like this one,’ and you just do stuff with them.”

			— Often attributed to Bill Murray, 
but it’s the internet, so who really knows?

			In Mark chapter 2, a curious story emerges from the seaside town of Capernaum. Jesus is preaching in a local’s house when four men arrive carrying their friend on a mat because he can’t walk. They want to bring him to Jesus, but they can’t get near the front door because of the crowds.

			Put yourself in the sandals of one of these men and try to imagine the scene. It’s crowded. Like, Black-Friday-at-Walmart crowded. Many are pushing and vying for the best viewing angle. A thick fog of humidity drifts in from the Sea of Galilee.

			There are five of you. Four of you can walk, but one cannot. He’s on a mat, so let’s call him Matt. The details of how it happened aren’t important, but the fact that he’s dependent on other people has been a huge burden in Matt’s life. You know your friend longs to be healthy so that he can fend for himself and care for his family like other men. 

			Today could be the day. 

			There’s excitement in the air. The Rabbi is here. The One who heals. You heard whispers about Him a while back but blew it off as nonsense. But more and more people, claiming to be eyewitnesses, told you amazing stories of how this man makes the blind see and the lame walk. So when you heard this very man was teaching in a house just a few blocks away, you and your friends decided to take Matt to see the Teacher.

			There are just a few hurdles to clear first. For one, you have no other way of transporting Matt other than a large mat that is unraveling by the second. Once you arrive, you’re all out of breath because you’re all out of shape. Yet here you are, Matt in tow, ready to witness a true miracle for yourself. For your friend. Then you realize there is no way to get to the Miracle Worker because a huge crowd is surrounding the house already. And that—
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			Tommy:	Time out!

			Eddie:	It’s a Bible story, not a football game. But go ahead.

			Tommy:	I just have to wonder if they were running late.

			Eddie:	For what?

			Tommy:	To see Jesus. That’s why they couldn’t get in. I don’t know. Feels like everyone has that one friend who can never make it on time to anything.

			[long pause]

			Eddie:	You’re talking about me, aren’t you?

			Tommy:	Why would you say that?

			Eddie:  Allow the man to continue.

			Tommy:  Again, the man is us.
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			You set down Matt and his mat under a shade tree. You wipe your brow as you look around at your friends. They’re all exhausted. And now deflated. Hungry, too. Matt’s gaze is fixed on the house, where people are crowded five deep against the outside walls, trying to get a glimpse through the window.

			Matt stays quiet. He feels quite sure his opportunity has passed him by.

			Let’s leave Matt sitting there for a bit. We’ll return to the scene—but you know, who doesn’t love a good cliffhanger?

			The Four Circles of Friendship

			There’s a scene in the movie Meet the Parents in which Greg, the soon-to-be-fiancé of Pam Byrnes, is desperately trying to win the approval of her father, Jack. Jack is wholly unwilling to give it, no matter how hard Greg tries. But when Greg inadvertently learns a family secret, Jack tells him, “With the knowledge you’ve been given, you are now inside what I like to call ‘the Byrnes family Circle of Trust.’” What does that mean? As Jack explains, “I keep nothing from you. You keep nothing from me.”

			When we think about friendships, most of us instantly recognize that not all friends are the same. We use the word friend to describe an array of different levels at which we interact with people around us. We give a friendly wave to a stranger in the parking lot. We know a friend who has the scoop on game-day tickets. We call our friends to share good or bad news. We help a friend with a weekend project. We seek out friends at church to sit with them.

			And then there’s a whole new kind of friendship: social media friends. They “like” our pictures; we “like” theirs. We comment; they comment. There’s a strange if nebulous bond that forms.

			Even beyond that, there are the fictional friends we binge-watch every weekend when we’re too exhausted to interact with real people.

			Friend, it seems, describes just about everybody who isn’t an enemy.

			And perhaps that’s not a bad lens through which to view those around us.

			But being able to distinguish who is a real friend and who is not, and furthermore classify the different types of friends in our lives, will help us determine how we can best spend our time and energy in our relationships. We all know that time is one of our most valuable commodities in this world.

			As keen social observers and longtime friends ourselves, we have categorized friendly relationships into four easily recognizable levels. We see these levels as circles, each one smaller and closer to us than the last.

			Identifying which circle each of our friendships falls within is vital to maintaining the health of each one. Also, purposely cultivating each of these types of friendships can enrich our lives tremendously while creating a circle of trusted and treasured friends whom we can both pour into and receive from. 

			Let’s take a closer look at each of the four circles.
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aka “Hey, How Are Ya?” Friends


						
			This one doesn’t need much explanation to define it, except to say that there are people you have to be with and people you get to be with. But it’s worth noting that it is often with a person whose name we can hardly remember that an unexpected friendship can bloom. Likewise, it’s easy to forget that a friendly acquaintance is not the person who is going to have your back in a crisis, and you shouldn’t expect as much.

			Folks in the Midwestern and Southern regions of the US sometimes struggle with this because of the friendly nature of the culture. We’re raised to smile warmly at both our grandpa and the guy bagging our groceries. The pharmacist gets a “Hey! How are ya?” just like our childhood best friend.

			The waters can get a little murky when we begin to confuse friendliness with a friend. That said, for the most part, all of our closest friends were at one time acquaintances. The stranger yesterday may be the newfound friend tomorrow. A coworker can become a cohort. Keeping an open mind toward the acquaintances in our lives, no matter how different they may seem, could mean gaining a potential lifelong friend if we give them a—
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			Tommy:	Hey! I remember the first time I saw you, Eddie. It was in the Cafetorium. You were in Annie Get Your Gun, and at that point, I mean, you were just an acquaintance at best. And then my next memory is—

			Eddie:	I got kicked out.

			Tommy:	Well, you chose football.

			Eddie:	I got kicked out. I was a pretty big flake. I tried to do both football and theater.

			Tommy:	The ultimate theater sin.

			Eddie:	I was an idiot.

			Tommy:	You got better.

			Eddie:	Thanks. I like to think so. By the way, can we move on from acquaintances? This is the longest I’ve ever thought about acquaintances in my life.

			Tommy:	Okay.

			Eddie:	Seriously, are we writing a book about strangers or friends? When is the man going to stop talking about these no-name people in our lives?

			Tommy:	The. Man. Is. US!

			Eddie:	Then get on with it, man!
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[image: ] The Hang-Out Circle
aka “Let’s Grab Coffee” Friends


						
			It’s interesting in life how a mere acquaintance can turn into a Hang-Out friend, isn’t it? And how certain moments, even bad ones, can shape an entire relationship. 

			One minute, she’s the person you always see at the snack machine on the third floor, digging for change for that Twinkie she gets every afternoon at three o’clock. The next minute, she’s invited you to her Bible study. 

			Or day in and day out, he rides the same bus to work as you do. Then you notice the book he’s reading, and you strike up a conversation. A few weeks down the road, you’ve invited him to your basketball league (against your better judgment because you know your layup form breaks the heart of basketball fans everywhere). 

			Or a coworker breaks down and shares with you that he’s going through a divorce. Months later, after a number of long talks in the break room, you’ve become friends.

			It’s always kind of weird, right? No matter how old you get, making plans feels like asking someone on a date, even though it’s not a date: ”Hey, ummm . . . you want to hang out Friday? I mean . . . yeah, I got a Groupon for two half-off tickets to AMC. If you’re busy, you know, no big deal . . .”

			But life can happen like that. We’re all looking for those kindred spirits, aren’t we? And isn’t it amazing when we find them? It’s such a joy to talk to someone who sees life the same way, who has the same interests we have, the same goals.

			Hang-Out friends can enrich our lives in many ways. Often, they are just different enough from us that they offer new perspectives on life that we might never have gained on our own. 

			Hang-Out friends make us better conversationalists. Because we haven’t yet developed the easygoing nature of closer friends, silent moments aren’t always comfortable. We have to work a little harder to interact in these moments, which sharpens our relational skills.

			Such friendships also cause us to become better listeners. If we’re smart about it, these relationships should pique a healthy curiosity about the lives of others. As Dale Carnegie said, “You can make more friends in two months by being interested in them, than in two years by making them interested in you.” 
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			Tommy:	You love Dale Carnegie!

			Eddie:	I do! I really do! That man influenced my life. And helped me win friends. You have anyone in your life like that?

			Tommy:	Fletch.

			Eddie:	Fletch? The, uh, fictional journalist in the 1980s comedy who goes undercover to break a story?

			Tommy:	[in his best Chevy Chase voice] “I’m afraid I’m gonna have to pull rank on you. I didn’t want to have to do this. I’m with the Mattress Police. There are no tags on these mattresses.”

			Eddie:	We’ll charge it to the Underhills.

			Tommy:	Yes. Yes, we will.
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			Of course, Hang-Out friends have their hazards, too. The same friends who strike curiosity and spur adventure in you can’t necessarily be trusted to have your back in an emergency or even want what’s in your best interests. They won’t hold you accountable, so they’ve also got the potential to plant destructive seeds in your life and lead you down some dark alleys. As is written in 1 Corinthians 15:33, “Don’t be fooled by those who say such things, for ‘bad company corrupts good character.’”

			This circle is likely where most of our friends dwell. We’re friends with them on Facebook. We know a few details about their lives. They’re easy to talk to, and we’ll always stop to say hello. We’ve been to a barbecue at their house and gained new respect for their intense love of ghost peppers. 

			Many will remain Hang-Out friends for all our lives, and that’s okay. A heart has only so much room for the next two levels of friendship. But this level is a decent place to test the waters if you see a spark that might lead to something deeper.
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The Circle of Honor 
aka “Hey, Tell Me What You 
Think About This” Friends


						
			This circle of friendship is perhaps the most intriguing of all of them. It’s an in-between space. A special space. More personal. It’s where you begin to dig deeper, where you wonder if this is a person who could really go there with you through the parts of your life that are sheer fun and the parts that are sheer pain.

			One of the first signs that someone might be a Circle of Honor friend is that you begin asking his or her opinion. And not just asking, but valuing—
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			Tommy:	Okay, hold up. Are we really going to call them Circle of Honor friends? ’Cause that sounds like your friend has passed on but you keep doing things to honor them.

			Eddie:	Who hurt you?

			Tommy:	Well, there’s a whole list of people. But what does that have to do with this?

			Eddie:	Nothing. It’s just a question I ask a lot. As to your question, it means that you honor their friendship. They are more than a Hang-Out friend but have not reached the apex of friendship with you.

			Tommy:	Well, with a name like that, it’s no wonder they don’t want to go the distance. How about calling them “Better Than Hang-Out Friends”?

			Eddie:	Too long.

			Tommy:	“Almost Apex Friends.”

			Eddie:	Too dull.

			Tommy:	“Full-On Fantastic Friendly Friend.”

			Eddie:	Now you’re just being mean. Trust me, it’s going to catch on. There will be T-shirts, a podcast—

			Tommy:	I don’t think so.
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			You know you’re onto something good when a potential Circle of Honor friend gives advice and it actually makes sense to you. Maybe you find yourself getting over your tough pride and leaning into that advice to the point of making a change in your life.

			Maybe such a person is willing to say some tough things to you—tougher than anything you’ll hear from your Hang-Out friends:

			
					“Hey, you apologize for a lot of things that don’t even warrant an apology. You don’t have to do that.”

					“Do you realize you laugh every time we start to get into a serious discussion?”

					“When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?” And then they listen. And then it’s, “I can see you doing that!” 

					“Go ahead and get the bucket size. I know you love popcorn. No judgment from me!”

			

			Okay, maybe that last one isn’t great advice, but— 
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			Tommy:	And now we come to the bathroom story.

			Eddie:	Which is way more meaningful than it sounds.

			Tommy:	Traditionally, nothing great happens in a bathroom.

			Eddie:	True enough. But the situation was that you were a sophomore, and I was a freshman, and really my whole goal was just to beat you at your game because you stole my girlfriend. And I clearly had to get revenge, so I knew I had to get the lead in the play. 

			Tommy:	I had no idea that’s what you were doing.

			Eddie:	So we were in the bathroom. And at this school, the bathrooms doubled as the dressing rooms for our school plays. We were getting ready to go out there and perform, and I was so proud of myself for beating you out for the lead.

			Tommy:	You do know, I had NO idea that was your ulterior, cloak-and-dagger motive, right?

			Eddie:	It doesn’t matter. It just matters that I won. So there we were, hanging out in the “dressing room,” and we start joking around, making each other laugh. And I thought, Why did I make him my “Johnny from Cobra Kai”? That makes me Daniel LaRusso, by the way.

			Tommy:	I did feel like you wanted to put me in a body bag. But we were laughing and joking around, and there was this moment. We hadn’t really hung out much, but there was this moment when I realized you’d accepted me as your friend. The initial, “Hey, buddy!” moment.

			Eddie:	YES! It felt like you noticed me. And I felt like I was doing funny stuff on my own and that I’d garnered a little respect from you.

			Tommy:	That’s so fascinating because we were looking at it two different ways. I would’ve never thought of you like, That guy’s talented. I want to be his friend. It was more like, I like that guy, and I want to be friends with him. I want to spend time with him.

			Eddie:	I was just waiting for you to see how awesome I was.

			Tommy:	As it turned out, you were awesome.
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			Here is where the commodity of friendship is important. You’re making time, and you’re giving time. How much is exchanged, and to what degree, is important to watch and consider. In this day and age, is there anything more valuable than time? If a Hang-Out friend is investing time in you and you find yourself making time for the friend in exchange, you eventually begin to realize that there’s something special about this relationship that’s worth considering.

			Trust is also a commodity—one that we often keep in an emotional safe, only to be brought out in certain circumstances and with certain people. If you find yourself giving trust to this person, pay attention to that, too.

			Circle of Honor friends should extend far beyond the world of social media. These days, entire relationships appear to be cultivated on social media, where people share everything from their dinner menus to their dark secrets. The wall of trust seems to have fallen, but what happens on social media can give us a false sense of relationship. 

			Circle of Honor friends have a more important, more prominent place in your life. You talk rather than text. You see one another in the flesh more often than on a screen. Because of this, in the family of Christian brothers and sisters, this special circle ought to be reserved (in most cases) for persons of the same gender.
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Letter written to my best friend

September
“why me God?”

I just feel so depressed. I feel like I don’t know
which way to go or turn. Everything seems so serious. I
can’t stand it! School is draining me. I'm already sick
of kissing the teacher’s butts and being there at every
whim. I just wish things could be different. I started
playing the “game”; now I'want out. I'm not myself. So
many commitments and none of them seem fun. I jus want
Some peace in my life. I‘ve been struggling with my self-
worth alot lately. I’ve been trying to find myself and
alot of praying but it’s good for awhile then it seems to
get real bad, real quickly. I'm tired, so tired. I feel
like something is on me. . -Something heavy that T just
can’t 1ift and all I want to do is lift it up and leave it
behind me. I1f T leave it behind me, I feel like could be
losing something or hurting something or somebody. I'm
not happy. All these names. . -President of this or the guy
for this or in charge of that. They don’t mean anything
anymore.@1I want to be myself but something is holding me
back. I want change but how does that come about? I
know, I 'know leave it in God’s hands. I'm trying but it
just seems like things are going down instead of up. T
just want to leave the past behind.

Eddie

*This letter was written to my best friend Tommy
Woodard on the 16th of September. On the 17th of
September Tommy took me to his church and there I gave my
life to Jesus Christ. I’ve known about God and Jesus but
I never realized he wanted to have a personal relationship
with me through His son Jesus Christ. Tommy never got the
letter but God heard the message loud and clear.

“Tommy, I owe you and love you!”
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biage because I'm terrible with names: “Hey,
buddy!”; “Hey, pall”; “Hey, bro!”; "Hey garl=
friend!”; “Hey there!”; “Heeeeyyyy"; “Hey hey
hey!"”
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EDDIE JAMES & TOMMY WOODARD
with Rene Gutteridge
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#PROTIP

To make things less awkward when asking
someone to hang out, eliminate the following
phrases from your vocabulary:
X “No matter what you’ve heard, I'm not a
stalker or anything like that.”

X “Do you want to come over and see my
stamp collection?”

X #TI like my friends like I like my coffee—
warm."”

X “The voice in my head said we should be
friends.”

X “My max hug time is three seconds.”

X #you ever wonder what went through Cain’s
mind before he killed Abel?”

X #If we become friends, I’'ll always be
Batman to your Robin.”

X #There are at least forty secrets to a

lasting friendship. Sit down, won’t you?”
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