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This book is dedicated to our family, thank you for letting us share our story, and to our Bella Army, we wouldn’t be where we are at today without you all.






INTRODUCTION CUTTING THE PROMO


2019

San Diego, California

Brie

In wrestling, “cutting a promo” is when you get on the mic and create your backstage storyline—whether victim or heel, good guy or bad, beloved or betrayed. Promos are the basis of every great in-ring rivalry, of every highly tuned moment of drama on the mat. It’s your chance to make the audience care so that when you step out onto the ramp, you’re met with boos or cheers (both equally good, as far as ratings go). Promos are, for the most part, pure fabrication—a device of writers and producers who know how to craft compelling characters, who know how to make good TV.

Because we are twins, they didn’t have to use a lot of imagination when they launched us on the main roster. We are identical, so their strategy was to treat us like the same person. They made it about our twindom, not us individually—they made us dress identically, wear our hair identically, move in the ring identically, achieve an identical body composition. This is common in twin culture. In the baby and toddler years, you see it as identical dressing—almost an inability to treat twins differently, to introduce any individuality at all. It’s a version of treating everyone the same until they have a chance to express who they are on their own.

When you get older, the cracks in the twindom begin to show. You enter the age of comparison, which lasts your whole life: Which one of you is skinnier, which is smarter, which is better at soccer? Knowing the comparison is coming—that your benchmark is the woman who shared a womb with you, who is sitting next to you—means that you learn how to compete often and easily. We accepted that it was a hallmark of life. The problem is that the very act of comparison typically requires that someone be “better.” Someone needs to win.

Nicole

In many ways, being a twin is like competing against yourself. It’s this weird ground where you want to distinguish yourself, you want to win, but it is entwined with love. You don’t want the fact that you have won to mean that the person you love the most has lost. I beat my sister at soccer, but only because she was so much better at ballet. She was a better artist, I was better at drama. When you’re an identical twin, you start to see your potential as a million possibilities—you see in your twin a different outcome from the same egg, not for better or worse. It was easy to then project how we were onto the other girls, to understand that we all have gifts, that some of our qualities can be over-expressed, or not expressed at all. That the worst thing we can do is shut each other down.

It became apparent to both of us that it was all about trade-offs. It was about not having or being everything at the same time, and that the gifts of others are not threats. We came to the understanding that there will always be plenty of beer at the party for everyone. We live in a world of abundance—we just have to choose to see it that way. Your nice house doesn’t mean I can’t have a nice house, too. The fact that someone else gets something that you want doesn’t mean that you won’t get it a different time, or that something equally wonderful won’t come along that you might want more. As women, we too often feel threatened by other women. We should celebrate what they achieve as a testament of what we can achieve, too.

Comparison of and between women is rampant in our culture, and with that comes this idea and fear of scarcity—that there isn’t enough opportunity to go around.

And historically there certainly hasn’t been. We witness it firsthand in WWE, where the men far outnumber the women on the roster. But we also see that this reality is shifting. As we along with the other Divas-turned-Superstars have brought more awareness to women’s wrestling—through our TV shows, through cutting great promos, and through pure athletic acrobatics and sport—we have brought more young girls and women into the audience. They want to see more of us, and the makeup of the roster is beginning to shift in response. Wrestling is different from other sports in that it is a competition, yes, but it is also a collaboration. We rely on each other to pull off our matches. We rely on each other to make the spectacle look good, to put on a great show. In many ways, we are the perfect illustration of how women helping women only creates more opportunities for all of us—not the other way around. We watched as multiple women experienced success at the very same time. This is not a strange concept to men, but it is certainly not standard thinking for women across the board. We often work at places where there might only be one female executive at a company. We hope that we are part of a cultural movement that helps to change that—where young girls grow up believing that they can do anything, without also having to believe that they’re going to have to break down walls to do it.

Brie

Being part of this movement is a great privilege—and a great responsibility. And that’s one of the reasons that Nicole and I felt like it was so important to tell our whole story, from the beginning. It has had incredible bright spots—we both have comfortable lives and incredible careers in WWE that are hopefully not close to being over yet. I have an amazing husband, Bryan, and my daughter, Birdie. If I’m lucky, I’ll have another kid; I have every confidence that Nicole is going to be a mother down the road, too. But it has not been easy to get here. Ours is certainly not the worst story you’ll ever read in terms of adversity—there are people who have risen from far more terrible circumstances. But it was very rough at times and punctuated with loss and pain, which forced us to a point of real strength. After all, something has to shine the diamond.

Nicole

The tendency to play the victim card is strong in our culture, particularly for women. I absolutely understand why—I think it goes back to feeling compared. A shitty childhood, or bad circumstances along the way, is one way to distinguish yourself or justify why what might have been never came to be. I get it. The pull to go there is strong because it’s a built-in excuse—and it can also seem like a reason. I feel very fortunate that my life didn’t go to a dark place, that Brie and I found the inner strength to fight against a dimmer destiny. We are strong, yes, but I also credit my grandfather, Pop Pop, for making sure that it didn’t happen. I think he knew that Brie and I were right on the line of a different sort of life and he stepped in as much as he could. He made us realize that our futures could be brighter than a childhood of abuse might suggest.

And so, at a young age, Brie and I decided we did not want to be victims. Instead, we wanted to be survivors, the heroes of our own stories, to take control and responsibility for our lives. It’s a fine line and hard to do—acknowledging that you have been a victim, that you have been wronged, but at the same time not letting the victimhood continue to take your life hostage. Otherwise the original crimes and original hurts just end up taking your entire life away—and we thought we had already given up enough.

Everyone has sad stories and happy stories. Unfortunately, pain is a permanent part of life, no matter how much money, or privilege, or opportunity you might have. You can’t escape pain. It’s the darkness contrasting all that is wonderful and bright, it’s what gives life texture. So we made an unconscious decision when we were younger to process the pain as best as we were able, and then to spend the rest of our lives showing the world how strong we truly are. I think we were able to do this, in part, because we were able to draw strength and resiliency from each other, because we weren’t necessarily feeling low at the exact same times. It’s like those couples who say that they never got divorced because they never wanted to get divorced at the same time. We decided not to use our pain to justify falling behind—instead, we decided to use our pain to make a difference, dragging each other forward.

Brie

It was hard to not be envious of the kids who had it easier growing up—who had more stable parents, whose homes weren’t broken. But hardship has its upsides, too—in some ways, it’s a great and motivating opportunity. It gives you something to press off as you hunt for something different. It makes it easy to determine exactly what you don’t want to re-create. We knew we wanted something better. And we knew if that was going to happen, it was within our power to make it so.

The following pages are not promo cutting, they are reality. And while some of the storylines in the ring have not been “true,” this overall through line is: We are the heroes of our own story, and our story is our own to make. While we experienced some of our stories together, a lot of it happened to us individually, and we had to go it alone—even though we are identical twins, our stories are incomparable. And your story will be incomparable, too.






CHAPTER 1 TWIN MAGIC


2002-2008

San Diego, California

Los Angeles, California

McDonough, Georgia

Tampa, Florida

Nicole

I made my SmackDown debut on August 29, 2008, sitting in the dark, under the ring. I had snuck in during a commercial break, when all audience eyes were trained on suspended screens up high—I wore a black hooded sweatshirt pulled tight over my face. I walked into the arena in the darkness with the WWE stage managers who were transitioning the ring to the next match. Nobody noticed when I rolled below.

There was a monitor down there, so I could watch as my identical twin sister, Brie, walked the ramp to the ring. We had used all our own money—and we really didn’t have any at the time—to make wrestling gear for our debut. The outfits were fine—red, basic, totally PG and unthreatening. But the veterans, in a classic hazing move, wouldn’t let us wear them—because “red” was another wrestler’s color. It sounds weird because WWE is such a big production you’d think they’d orchestrate every moment and choreograph the backstage, too. But in many ways they run it like a mom-and-pop operation and let wrestlers work it out themselves. At that time in particular, the veterans had all the power in the locker room. Those sorts of mind games were just part of the backstage experience, especially for the women.There was really nothing we could do but bite our lips and then hustle to come up with something else. You make and pay for your own gear in WWE, with no oversight or input from management—there’s no costume closet or official wardrobe department. So we dug through our gym bags to find something that would work, which is how we ended up in black workout pants we had worn to the gym earlier that day, spray painted with glitter at the hems, and silver tankinis (the seamstresses helped us cut up some bathing suits we found in our luggage and then stitch them to our pants). Not exactly the first impression we were hoping to make, but the only thing we could come up with in a few short and panicked hours in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. We changed in the arena bathroom, because the veterans wouldn’t let us change in the locker room. We were semi–main event, which means we were right before the main show. The appetizer.

Brie was wrestling Victoria, a talented longtime WWE veteran and former Women’s Champion. She was known for her red hair and a Widow’s Peak finishing move that was a neck-breaker. (Essentially, she would hoist you up, back-to-back, before dropping to her knees. It hurts.) As the two went after each other, Brie held her own with some old-school snaps and a flying snapmare before Victoria started screaming “Welcome to SmackDown, Brie” and “Not tonight, sweetheart.” She was in Brie’s face and dominating her with a lot of hair-pulling and a standing moonsault (essentially a backflip into a body slam). Below deck in the dark, I adjusted my costume, hair, and makeup to match Brie as she became more and more disheveled and out of breath. Ninety seconds in, a panting Brie crawled in to join me, while the crowd screamed: “Get back in the ring! Get back in the ring!” And then, in our first ever “Twin Magic” maneuver, Victoria grabbed me by the legs and pulled me out, tossing me back up. I pretended to be exhausted as she grabbed me by the hair, and then I flipped her over and pinned her for a three count.

So, while Brie was the first to walk the SmackDown ramp, I was the first to win a SmackDown match. I cemented my victory with a really cringe-y dance, where I jumped up and down like an overexcited contestant on The Price Is Right, rocked my hips back and forth, and flipped my hair. (The bump and grind wouldn’t be perfected for a few years.)


Brie

When my entrance music hit—a classic called “Feel Your Body,” from the WWE music vault—I thought I might vomit. I was so scared my vision went blurry. The arena probably had close to seventeen thousand people in it, which is staggering when you’re used to wrestling in church parking lots and JCCs for a few dozen die-hard fans. I didn’t have a vignette or anything, because I had never been on TV before. So they announced my name and I walked out to silence. They probably assumed I was a local, because WWE will do that occasionally. (The locals they tap are actually indie wrestlers, so they’re experienced in the ring and won’t hurt themselves, but they’ll let them have a match, where they typically get destroyed.) Randomly, Freddie Prinze Jr. was the writer who was working with me at WWE and he was a fount of positivity—he was so encouraging and just kept telling me, “You got this,” on repeat, until I could say it back to him. In his non-acting life, Freddie is a crazy wrestling fan—working with him on our debut just made the whole thing even more surreal.

Fortunately, my adrenaline took over and put me on some sort of autopilot—kind of like what I would guess an out-of-body experience would feel like. I walked down the ramp and rolled into the ring. I don’t remember much of that first match except that Victoria was awesome to work with. I felt terrible that she had to put me over and let me win, because that sucks for a veteran—but she told me not to worry. Throughout the match, she really helped me out, and kept talking into my ear about what to do next: “Slow down … not yet … I’ll tell you when.” In recounting it, it sounds an awful lot like sex.

We were some of the first women ever to debut on the main stage as wrestlers, rather than as valets, managers, or love interests for the men. This was one of the reasons that the neck hairs of the other women in the locker room were up. The only downside of skipping straight to the fighting, and I’m not complaining here, is that when you valet, which is essentially escorting wrestlers to the mat and then working up the crowd by taunting the rival valets, you have time to get a storyline going that the crowds care about. You can draw attention and interest in a no-pressure way—you are just icing on the cake, circling the ring. Because we got to skip those steps, and in the process might be helping to set a new precedent for the women coming up behind us, we felt a lot of extra pressure to do well out there.

The audience reaction was pretty great considering we were total newcomers, and my identity as an identical twin was a secret (we wouldn’t be “outed” for several months after Victoria grew suspicious in a promo backstage when I asked the seamstresses to make me two dresses … just in case). You want the crowd to clap, or you even want them to boo—boredom is the worst fate for any wrestler. The minute they lose interest and start checking their text messages or decide it’s a good time to go to the bathroom, you’re done. Because women’s matches are so much shorter than the men’s, typically only two minutes during TV events, you don’t have time to get their attention again to show them what you can do. So my intent was pretty simple: I wanted to be memorable, to pique the crowd’s interest, and to show them that despite the fact that I was a small girl, I could still fight.

While we had the luxury of making our debut before social media was a part of daily life—and the trolling that often comes with it—we did get indications that the fans were into us. We trended #1 on Yahoo! for two days straight after our debut, which was the biggest barometer of popularity at the time. So we stayed on the main roster and weren’t sent back down to FCW, WWE’s developmental promotion at the time. Our debut was good enough that it made a lot of trouble for us with the other girls backstage. It was rough—like the worst kind of sorority—but we got it. You have to be able to earn your stripes as a wrestler, to know what’s worth fighting about. We learned that you don’t get to change in the locker room your first day out. Or your fiftieth. There are ever-changing rules about what you can wear and what moves you can do—essentially, anything perceived as someone else’s signature is off-limits. It was cutthroat, and they hated us. There was a lot of bullshit, but we had decided to stick—and so we did exactly that, with smiles on our faces. When they realized that we weren’t going anywhere, they started to leave us alone (more on all of that later).

After our match, we celebrated in Gorilla—the area between backstage and the ramp where you wait before you go out—with Victoria, Freddie, and Vince McMahon. It was a great moment, and everyone was really happy for us. Then we booked it to the Hyatt across the street for celebratory drinks. Because hot damn, Nicole and I had just made our debut on WWE TV.

Nicole

I got a boob job in 2012. What can I say, I had always, always wanted big boobies, particularly since mine just disappeared after I started to get really fit for wrestling. It took me a long time to make the $6,500 to pay for them. I have never messed with my face—intentionally, that is. In 2008, weeks before our main stage debut when we were still down in Florida at FCW, I was with another wrestler looking at a magazine that we had all been featured in. He was sitting up on the apron, when another guy—whose stage name was Sweet Daddy Sanchez—hit the ropes. It ricocheted back and hit this guy, Jack Swagger, whose massive face collided with mine. He sent me flying—I literally caught air and flew several feet—and my nose just busted open. It was like being head-butted by The Rock.

Nattie Neidhart (Natalya), who was wrestling down in Florida with us at the time, rushed me to the locker room. I didn’t want to tell anyone because it was hours before a match, so I mopped up the blood, iced my nose, and slathered on about two inches of foundation. I wrestled that night and then went to the trainer, who told me that not only had I shattered my nose, but I had suffered a mild concussion as well. Brie was with Craig, her boyfriend at the time, back in Los Angeles, and so another wrestler named Nic was nice enough to keep me awake all night (not like that you pervs!). The next morning, I looked like a dinosaur—you couldn’t see the bridge of my nose or even my eyes. And I have a black eye on my right side to this day from stuck blood, which no doctor or dermatologist or acupuncturist has been able to fix. When we were brought up to the main roster a few weeks later, they decided to minimize my time in the ring (i.e., my face in front of an HD video camera) until my face had more time to heal—the thing about being an identical twin is that you’re supposed to look identical.

Brie

Speaking of boob jobs, I will never get one—though it had been one of the first questions from WWE when we showed up at Diva Search at the Ritz-Carlton in Marina del Rey about a year and a half earlier. “Are you open to a boob job?” We flipped out, and started to tell them off, escalating to about a 10 in just a few seconds in true Bella fashion. We had shown up that morning with a lot of excitement and definitely ready to wrestle. As soccer players—Nicole was toying with the idea of moving to Italy to play professionally before I dragged her to the audition—the idea of sports entertainment seemed made for us. We made tank tops—“Breezy Fo Sheezy” and “Nicole Fo Sho”—and put on bandanas and sneakers in anticipation of getting to fight. (We weren’t worried that neither of us had ever actually been in a ring.) What we found instead was a long line of girls dressed like go-go dancers. The girl in front of us, Layla, was beautiful. She was also dressed like an athlete, and so the three of us marveled at the spectacle around us, confused and a little concerned. While she ended up going on to win Diva Search (she did not need a boob job), we didn’t make it to the final eight. But Kristin Prouty, who worked in talent for WWE, convinced them to send us to a developmental wrestling facility in McDonough, Georgia, called Deep South. I guess she thought we had what it would take to fight in that ring and win.

Nicole

Now, before everyone gets up in arms about the Diva Search go-go dancing casting call comment, Brie and I were Hooters girls. And once you are a Hooters girl, you are always a Hooters girl. And as a woman, I firmly believe it is every woman’s prerogative to use what God gave her and screw the haters (not literally). I think we found the audition outfits troubling and the boob job comment offensive because we thought we were there as athletes. Sexy athletes, sure—but not just there to be ringside eye candy. After all, we had seen the WWE’s “Attitude Era”—a time in the late 1990s to early 2000s when women were expected to fight in bras and thongs, pull each other’s hair, and then make out in the ring. That time was supposed to be over, replaced by a more family-friendly WWE, where women were allowed to actually wrestle.

Our brother, JJ, who is two years younger, loved the Attitude Era. He watched wrestling all the time when he was a kid—he was obsessed particularly with The Rock and Stone Cold Steve Austin. He would follow us around and try to take us down with his finisher, which he called “The Priest.” It was a gimmick where he would make the sign of the cross and then give us the “Holy Elbow,” which involved him dropping his arm on our heads. He was in the fourth or fifth grade and was a little shit, so it was pretty annoying. Brie and I hadn’t thought about wrestling much beyond evading JJ until we landed jobs at a California Hooters when we were eighteen.

Brie

After high school, we both needed to get out of Arizona for different reasons (that we’ll get to in a bit). So we enrolled in Grossmont Community College in San Diego. We had been born there, and we had family nearby. Our grandparents stretched to pay for our housing—at “The Conq,” no less. It was a famous party dorm on the San Diego State University campus where my mom had gotten drunk a lot when she was young. (“Oh great, that’s where they’re putting you?” was her response when we shared the good news.) And despite our parents’ divorce a few years earlier, our mom scraped together enough money to cover our first-semester tuition. But we needed cash to pay for food and books. And when you’re in college, nothing brings in the dollar bills like waitressing.

It’s actually hard to get a waitressing job when you’re underage, because you can’t serve hard alcohol. The only place that was hiring eighteen-year-olds was Hooters, since they’re wine and beer only. The Mission Valley outpost was actually the highest performing franchise in the world, probably because it was right after 9/11 and we were at war. All the military guys from Camp Pendleton came hungry and often. And they were amazing tippers: God bless the military. They definitely paid for a lot of our textbooks, and, if we’re honest, beers at Bennigan’s after our shifts, trips to Tijuana, and ho heels. Because they didn’t have much to spend their money on, they would come in straight off the ship and leave a $20 tip on a $30–$50 tab. With a menu of cheap beer and chicken wings, it’s hard to get the tab north of that. And they would never skip out on the bill. (A note on waitressing: Not only does your waitress have to pay your bill if you skip, but the government assumes a 20 percent tip take-home, so if you leave less than that, she has to pay taxes on money she didn’t actually make. So no, you’re not actually giving a middle finger to the establishment, you’re just screwing over someone who is probably living paycheck to paycheck.)

Nicole

Working at Hooters was the best. Many of our closest friends to this day were made there. The pantyhose we had to wear are still our ride-or-die go-to in the WWE (they hold everything in), and we were invited to all the best parties. And unexpectedly, we always felt protected. It’s funny because when we went in for our Hooters interviews, we wore multiple bras (pre–boob job, remember?), thinking that being flat-chested would be a dealbreaker. But it wasn’t really like that. Plus, we had the whole twin thing going.

My first night on the job, some jerk slapped my ass so hard he left a red rooster on my butt cheek. I assumed that was just the sort of thing that happened at Hooters. I told a fellow waitress about it under my breath. “He did what?” she asked, followed by a quick “Where is he?” In under a minute, the manager and one of the line cooks had kicked him out and called the cops. A few years later, when I was a Hooters veteran and tolerated no bullshit, a bunch of Raiders football players came in to eat before playing against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in the Super Bowl. They were rowdy, and one of the players grabbed me by the hair, bent me over, and pretended to do me doggy style. I flipped out and kicked them all out, Super Bowl be damned. You had to be a strong type of girl to work there—if it wasn’t contending with ass slappers and boob grabbers, then it was dealing with people who judged your value system for putting on the tank top and serving beer in the first place. But I have never played the victim or the martyr—and I have certainly never felt compelled to ask permission to do what I want. Brie and I both learned at a young age how to take care of ourselves. And we both knew how to work the system to make some bank. I felt empowered, like I could conquer the world—and I dared any man to fuck with me without getting a fist to the face.


Brie

As a Hooters waitress, there was one drawback, and those were the monthly pay-per-view WWE weekend matches. The guys would post up for three hours and nurse a soda and some cheese fries while they watched wrestling. Tying up a table like that without ordering a banquet is a bummer for a waitress unless you’re going to compensate with a massive tip. (They didn’t.) The WWE fans at the time were intense. One guy even brought his collection of troll dolls. He would arrange them in a semicircle across a four-top and blow on them for good luck. It was still the Attitude Era and the show was essentially rated R. You didn’t get the young girl fans, then, and as a woman it was hard to watch even though you could tell the ladies actually knew how to wrestle. Now the young girls look at us like we’re Wonder Woman. But back then, the female wrestlers weren’t allowed to be heroes—it was more spectacle than sport. It made me angry that they didn’t give the women the same opportunities as the men.

Nicole

Back then, our heroes were Carla Overbeck, Brandi Chastain, and Mia Hamm, who had gone to the Olympics for soccer. I’ll never forget that Mia Hamm/Michael Jordan Gatorade commercial, where they faced off in different sports: “Anything you can do, I can do better.” Mia Hamm was better than any man. That was my belief system. I felt like that reality was within my grasp.

It was hard to leave Hooters, to be honest. The money was really good and we worked with all of our closest friends. They even give you benefits after you’ve been there for two years. And because we were all considered “entertainers,” they paid $8 an hour, instead of typical waitressing hourly pay. But Brie started working with an L.A.-based modeling agency and was getting called to the city more and more. Two of our Hooters friends wanted to come with us, and so we packed the car and drove north to Los Angeles to a cramped two-bedroom on La Cienega and Olympic.

At that point, we had done a few things. We were the first World Cup twins to tour with Budweiser in California; we were promotional models at conventions; Brie was a fitting model for DC Shoes. No massive breaks, but enough affirmation that we could make some extra money while we figured out what we wanted to do with our lives.

Brie

What we definitely wanted to do with our lives was have fun. We lived in a dump, but we all had the best time—except for Nicole, who was still involved with (and secretly married to) her high school boyfriend. The rest of us were all dating athletes, actors, people who had names—and the club scene in Los Angeles was on fire. I don’t know if it’s because it was before social media, but there was a freedom and lack of self-consciousness that was just so liberating. We would go, and dance, and beg for free drinks from the bartenders (bartenders will always be our weakness) until the clubs closed. Sunset would be a parking lot as we’d slowly crawl west for a late-night feast at Mel’s Diner.

I saw drugs for the first time at some of those parties, but I was never interested in that. My dad has struggled with addiction, particularly when we were kids, and so I had absolutely no curiosity. Beyond smoking the occasional joint with a group of friends—and a short stint in high school as a chain cigarette smoker—I was really just a beer girl. While I’ve grown up to be a wine snob, at the time, if you gave me a Bud Light I was thrilled. I think that’s one of the reasons people loved our group—we were just happy-go-lucky Cali girls. While our extended Hooters gang all came from broken homes and pretty unhappy childhoods, we were enjoying our liberation and excited for the next chapter. Because of that, or in spite of that, we were all relaxed and low-key. We also liked to eat, which was shocking to the guys who hung out with us. I’ll never forget when one of our friends ordered the meat platter, which was essentially a side of cow. The guy she was with couldn’t get over that she had not only ordered it, but intended to finish it, all by herself. “That’s just for you?” he kept repeating. Meanwhile, we thought she had made a great dietary choice since it didn’t have any carbs.


Nicole

We thought we should get real jobs while we auditioned, and so our friend Jayme, who was working as an assistant for the owner of an independent music label, hooked us up with A&R jobs. While the idea of listening to music for a living sounded cool in theory, we had no idea what we were doing. We would just eat our Baja Fresh burritos for lunch and put on our headphones. One day, the owner told us that Suge Knight was going to come by and that he might shoot up the joint. We knew it was a lie, but it was a weird enough one that we got in our car and decided to never come back. We had ninety-nine problems already, and didn’t need Suge Knight to be one of them. Though it was hard to imagine that he gave a shit about this particular independent music label.

I started working for Metalstorm Entertainment, who produced all the Quiksilver films. I was driving down to Oceanside every day from L.A., a commute that got really old, fast. So I ditched my sister and moved back to San Diego for my next chapter.

Brie

After Nikki left, I decided to go back to the career I knew best. I landed a job as a waitress at Sushiya, a popular Japanese joint on Sunset. A lot of celebrities and Hollywood types would come in, which is how I met Craig. He was the guitarist for a rock band, who I went on to date for five-and-a-half years (more on that later). I also met Jay Bernstein, a producer and manager (Farah Fawcett, Sammy Davis Jr., Suzanne Somers, Michael Landon), who told me there was something special about me. Now, when you’re a waitress in Los Angeles, you hear this sort of thing so often it triggers an immediate eye roll. But he convinced me to take a scholarship to Ivan Markota’s acting school. I figured, “Fuck it, I’m here in L.A., why not?” It was actually an amazing experience because it was my first formal introduction to acting. It made me both ask and answer the question of whether becoming an actress was something I actually wanted. The answer was no. At first, the classes were interesting, but very quickly it came to feel like I didn’t have the freedom to create in there. I was being told exactly how it needed to be done, and that didn’t capture my imagination. It felt boring. I called Jay and apologized. I told him that I simply didn’t want to follow a script. Acting in that way wasn’t for me.

I was hanging out with Craig in the L.A. music scene. It was an incredible experience and reawakening for me. I’ve always been really drawn to the arts, music, painting, and poetry, but it wasn’t something my parents prioritized. I craved the exposure. Art was also something that defined my high school boyfriend, Bear—in my eyes, artists were gods. In L.A. with Craig, I went to poker nights at Jerry Cantrell’s house for chrissakes—Alice in Chains was one of the soundtracks to high school for me. I got to travel to Europe for the first time when Craig was touring throughout Spain. He was a much bigger star internationally, and it was incredible to watch him move an arena through music. I was blown away by his power to transfix the crowd just through his ability to perform. I wanted to be able to do that, too. I was also blown away by the groupies, who were completely enthralled with him—their fanaticism for my boyfriend freaked me out!

While Sushiya was good to me, I needed to make more money. I got a cocktailing job at the Mondrian, a particularly scene-y hotel at the time on Sunset. You could work one or two nights a week and still make your rent. I’ve always been one of those people who needs a cushion, which I certainly wasn’t going to get from my parents. While Nicole is content to fly by the seat of her pants—she was known at the time for only having $10 in her bank account when rent was due—I’m a saver. I always prefer to live well within my means, and when you’re a waitress, your means aren’t high. I wanted the cushion, in part, so that I could travel with Craig when he toured. It was the first opportunity I had ever had to see the world. I’ve never been obsessed with owning nice things, but I wanted experiences.

Nicole

While Brie fell deeper in love with Craig, I was in a relationship black hole with a pro snowboarder. It was a period of extreme jealousy and codependence, and I was spending a lot of time with him in Salt Lake City, where he lived near his ex-wife and kids. We traveled a lot for his snowboarding, and our existence in general revolved around him and his career. This was much to the dismay of Brie, who felt like I was putting everything on hold for a guy who was very controlling. (Sometimes when you’re in it, it’s hard to see it.)

My boyfriend agreed to spend some time with me in San Diego, and so I moved back to finish community college. I walked onto the soccer team, leading the girls to a state championship and landing myself MVP in California. My coach at the time thought I was very marketable and urged me to move to Italy to try to make it as a professional player. That sounded like a great idea if I could figure out how to make it work with my guy. But then Brie’s agent called her about the WWE Diva Search, and we decided to take another look at women’s wrestling.

Brie

There was no way that we weren’t going to do the wrestling training program at Deep South. Back then, there were two territories for wrestlers in developmental who had come up from the independents: Deep South Wrestling in McDonough, Georgia (DSW), and Ohio Valley Wrestling in Louisville, Kentucky (OVW). (Brock Lesnar, Dave Bautista, and many others all came up through OVW.) The Deep South session was three days long, though it felt like a week. It was a valid shot at getting put into developmental, as WWE scouted the talent down there, looking for girls who could fight. It was very Glow, in that nobody knew what they were doing. The key difference was that we weren’t all in it together—we were competing to get out of there as fast as possible. There were girls who were essentially stuck in Georgia, and they were pissed about it. They didn’t really have a shot at making it into developmental, but the coaches and trainers kept them around. They needed them to wrestle and train up the newcomers. They seemed to know this and were pissed about it, but weren’t willing to accept it and give up. Needless to say, they gave us a hard time. When we walked in, I remember one girl turning to her friend and saying, “Really? They don’t look like models.” (To be fair, at five-foot-six, I don’t think we looked like supermodels either—but at the time, WWE was scouting models and trying to turn them into wrestlers.) Some of the women down there definitely refused to teach us how to take bumps, instead giving us advice that almost guaranteed we’d get hurt. But that was just part of the drill and we got it. In fact, we relished it. They had told us to spend the time watching, but we insisted on getting into the ring the first day—we wanted to be sure we’d like it as much as we thought.

Nicole

It was pretty brutal, but it was also love-at-first-bump for us. We just knew that we were meant to do this, so the bullshit from the other girls didn’t really bother us. We had big smiles and lots of energy, which probably only added fuel to the fire. But that’s how we operated—heads up, eyes on the prize, plenty of beer at the party for everyone. It always felt easier to show no resistance and let the girls talk shit and walk all over us, than to fight the locker room fights. We saved our energy for the ring.

And we had each other, which was huge. When the girls at Deep South wouldn’t teach us much, we just tried to teach each other based on what we saw in the ring. The thing about wrestling is that when you don’t know what you’re doing, it hurts—those hits and falls are real, and when you haven’t been trained to lessen the blow, shield your body, or fake contact, you feel it everywhere. That first night in Georgia we broke the motel room’s TV and a console drawer practicing our holds. We made it look kind of right and hoped nobody would notice. The second night, we spread ice across the bed and just lay down on it. We were so sore we couldn’t move.

We learned a lot in those three days about how things work. There’s really no rhyme or reason to who gets signed or who doesn’t, you have to just let it ride. We also learned about how you need to operate outside the ring. One of the guys down there wanted to talk about the show and work us into a gimmick, and he stopped by our hotel room one night to talk it through. So naïve, we didn’t foresee that everyone couldn’t stop talking about the fact that a guy was in our room, convinced that we had staged some sort of kinky threesome. We also had our first taste of kayfabe, which in wrestling is maintaining your in-ring persona outside of the ring, whenever wrestling fans are around.

Before social media, WWE was all about kayfabe: If you were a babyface in the ring, you were a babyface outside the ring; if you were a heel, you would act like a heel in public. We went to a café with some of the girls down in Deep South, and we were all in line to order food when some fans approached. Two girls had a match that weekend: They said “kayfabe” under their breath, separated, and started to give each other dirty looks. It was bizarre at times, but it was so fun!

The goal at Deep South was to get a contract. There were WWE scouts on the ground, and trainers were filming with handheld camcorders looking for talent who could move well and who might be able to hold main stage attention. At the end of our three-day trial, they told us they were interested in having us come back and train for real. (Side note: The restaurant we all ate at for a last night celebration was Hooters, proving that all roads do lead home.)

Brie

We went back up to San Diego to talk to our family about what we were thinking. Particularly our grandfather, Pop Pop, who was the primary father figure in our lives. When we told him we wanted to become pro wrestlers and needed his blessing, he objected passionately. He wanted us to get married to nice guys and have babies, which was certainly a more assured future. He wanted to know we would be safe, tended to, protected. He always gave us good advice, and his voice was one of the only ones that actually mattered to us. So we talked a lot about how to convince him that this wouldn’t be a waste of time. His knowledge of WWE was also limited to the Attitude Era, and so we understood why he wouldn’t want his precious granddaughters doing bra-and-panty matches. If he had been alive to see us flourish, he would have loved it—and he would have laughed so hard.

Our grandfather passed away shortly after, on November 28, which was devastating for our entire family. We told WWE we needed time to be with our family. In that time off, they decided to shut down Deep South and began opening a new program in Tampa called FCW. They were investing in a new facility and building out a program. They offered us $500 a week and we took it gladly. When the program opened, we moved to Florida.

Craig and I had been together for two years, and we both thought we would be together forever. He was both hurt and shocked when I told him I was taking a job as a professional wrestler and moving to Florida. I felt like there was no way forward except through Tampa. If I didn’t give wrestling a valid shot, I would always regret it, and so he begrudgingly helped me pack and promised to come visit. I clicked with him, but it seems I had clicked with wrestling even more. It was the first thing that I had felt passionate about in a long time, and I needed to see it through. Our relationship wasn’t dramatic and we had endured distance before, so I felt like I could put it on ice while I went on this epic adventure.


Nicole

My boyfriend was less understanding than Craig, and completely flipped out about the idea of me working around men who were dressed in little more than underwear. It was silly. I’m not a cheater, and I certainly know how to handle myself around guys, even those who are scantily clad—but he was consumed with jealousy. There was no way I was not going, though—in fact, the more someone tells me no, the more my response is “Screw you.” Our relationship lasted only a few more short and horrible months.

Brie and I wanted to make an adventure out of the drive, so we sold off one of our cars for cash and packed up the more reliable Malibu with all of our possessions. We plotted out a road trip. It took us through San Antonio to see our aunt Toni and uncle Tom (and a massive rainstorm that I thought might wash the car off the road). From there, we headed to Mobile, Alabama. We were tired and hungry, and so we went downtown for burgers and beer, which seemed like an absolutely normal thing to do. We headed into the first spot we could find and grabbed seats at a four-top. And there we sat. Nobody came over to take our order. The joint was full of bikers, who were all staring—naturally, we assumed this was because we were hot, tan twins. Finally, two bikers walked over and kicked out the other two chairs at our table, leaning over to say: “Your kind is not welcome here.” Surprised, we responded, “Cali girls?” Their response: “No, Mexicans.” We were blown away. We didn’t want to get into a fistfight, so we got up to leave. On our way out we asked the band to play “California Girls” by the Beach Boys. No clue if they obliged, because we got the fuck out of there. At the end of the block there was a jazz club with a very different clientele. We poked our heads in and asked if we could come in. We were welcomed, openly and warmly. We stayed there until late that night drinking and laughing with the locals. It would appear that there are two sides of Mobile, Alabama.

Brie

While that night ended well, it was the first time that Nikki and I had ever experienced overt racism. Both California and Arizona are melting pots, and we were certainly not the only girls around who came from an ambiguous mixture of races and cultures (we’ve since done genetic reports that confirmed we are part Mexican, Italian, Native American, British, etc.). The South was a new sort of reality. Even northern Florida, surprisingly enough. In our time at FCW, we once wrestled at a boys and girls club where people in the crowds yelled, “Spic! Spic! Spic!” There were far too many Confederate flags around town for us to feel comfortable.

While the racism was deeply fucked up, it put some of the locker room bullshit into proper perspective. While we didn’t have it in us to try to win over the hearts and minds of the KKK, we did feel strong enough to endure some hate from the other female wrestlers. And we understood their frustration. There had been wrestlers on the indie market for years trying to get into the developmental program, and we had cut the line. We didn’t come from wrestling royalty, and we hadn’t put in years wrestling abroad in the independents. But we felt strongly that even though roster sizes seem limited, our success was not an impediment to anyone else making it. The WWE is very fluid, where you can go up and down from developmental to the main roster overnight. Vince McMahon let us all be the creators of our own destiny. The fact that anyone was there meant they had a shot, too, and we weren’t going to take that from them. Honestly, it felt like if there had been less attention spent on trying to pull each other off the top turnbuckle, more of us would have made it up there.

Nicole

WWE’s plan was to build out part of a canned food factory into a full-fledged FCW center. This has since happened, and it’s spectacular. But its origins were far more humble. We helped put up the first two rings in there, which is wild—and those rings shared space with the canned foods. In fact, the cans became our favorite props when they taught us how to cut promos. They were all staged in either a grocery store, a gas station, or an airline thanks to the backdrop. It was also swelteringly hot and humid, as it is inclined to be in Florida in the summer. There was no AC, and while we’d roll the garage doors up to try to get some sort of cross-breeze going, we baked in there. We would change the mats four times a day because they would get so slick with sweat. It was really nasty. So nasty that Brie and I got ringworm on our cheeks. We never figured out which wrestler infected everyone else, but it’s almost surprising that we didn’t come down with worse. It was a swamp of wrestling sweat.

When we arrived, the canned food factory wasn’t yet a reality and so they had two rings set up at a batting cage frequented by all the local Little Leaguers. It didn’t dampen how amazing the scene was. We acted like rabid WWE fans, jaws on the floor, when we first walked in. We had never seen advanced wrestling live before, and we bought every bump they threw. Steve Kern, one of the coaches, turned to the other coach, Dr. Tom Prichard, and said: “Tom, I think they think this is real.”

They put us right into the fire and asked the other girls to go at us hard and throw us around until we learned how to take the hits and fall right. The girls certainly obliged. We learned how to tuck our chins and land in certain ways to lessen the impact—when you don’t know what you’re doing, you feel all of it, and it kills. But we loved it. Because we knew we were really green and had so much to learn, we attended night classes to try to get better. Tom gave us a lot of extra attention because we were so eager. It’s funny, because he is such a big, manly wrestler, but he’s the one who came up with the backflip into the ring and the Bella booty shake. Who would have guessed? I picked our entrance music, though—“I’mma Shine,” by Youngbloodz—not realizing that the lyrics were about strippers. I thought they were so uplifting! I was thinking, “I’m going to shine out there!”

All in, we were wrestling for eight to ten hours a day. We’d take a short break before night school to nap. We’d get up early in the morning to power walk with bands and Saran Wrap tight around our waists before wrestling (don’t ask, not a good idea, but we thought it would help us shed water weight fast). Other than that it was eating, wrestling, and sleeping. We were intent on making it: Physical storytelling—using our bodies to portray fear, anger, pain, triumph—felt like what we had always been meant to do.

About two months in, we had our first match. Brie and I took on Krissy Vaine and Nattie, and we beat them. Or, to be more precise, they put us over. The thing about developmental is that the matches are amazing. For one, everyone is trying to get to the main roster, and you can feel that desire in the way all the women fight. But more important, we weren’t limited by time the way you are in live and TV events, when women typically only get about two minutes per match at the time. There also weren’t expectations that we’d pull each other’s hair—spectacles that are still part of main stage fights. Instead, it was pretty straightforward wrestling. But instead of performing in front of arena crowds, we went at each other in church parking lots and high school auditoriums where there might be a dozen people in the stands.
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