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Erin Deering is an Australian entrepreneur. At the age of twenty-seven she co-founded Triangl, a global swimwear brand, and has been listed as one of Australia’s top richest people under forty for six years in a row.
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For all my Triangl girls: my early adopters, my first influencers, 
my Instagram followers, my one-time purchasers and my 
loyal customers. It was always much more than just 
a bikini to me.

I’ve come to realise something life-affirming from my 
years before, during and now after Triangl. Simple, beautiful, 
genuine connection with others (not some secret technique or formula!) is how I truly define success in both my personal and professional life.

Thank you for letting me be a small part of your lives, 
and I hope you enjoy the story of mine.
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Prologue

It was in Monaco in August 2016 that things really started to unravel. 

Despite living the high life jetsetting about the world, eating meals at the best restaurants, attending the coolest parties and going on frequent holidays – hell, we’d recently bought a new yacht – I was miserable. Craig and I were arguing over everything. And while our different points of view were what had helped us build our company, Triangl Swimwear, and make such a success of it – a business that was selling over 1000 swimsuits per day and had just been valued at over US$200 million – I was a mess. The money was rolling in so fast we hardly even noticed it anymore. Our son, Oscar, was only 16 months old, and I was badly sleep-deprived and basically starving myself. My eating disorder was raging out of control again along with my emotions, which were in a constant state of flux. 

The sheer rage I felt at myself – for being this way, and for not being able to see my way out – pushed me over the edge. 

Our new yacht was staffed by a very lovely crew of five, and a few were even my age (31), which was surreal in itself.

Craig and I were having yet another argument, which the crew were trying to ignore, I suppose, as they made themselves scarce. I stormed off the top deck where we had been screaming at each other – I can’t even remember what that particular fight was about – and ran downstairs to our master bedroom. I looked out the windows at the deep blue of the Mediterranean Sea. We’d renovated the entire boat since we’d bought it, making the exterior matte black, and the interiors could have been featured in the pages of Vogue Living: neutral tones, cashmere blankets, a marble bathroom stocked with all the high-end amenities you could think of and custom lighting. It was a five-star hotel on water.

My designer ‘resort wear’ yacht wardrobe was hanging in the walk-in closet, meticulously unpacked on arrival by one of the crew.

I stormed through the room towards the bathroom, catching sight of myself in the mirror, wild-eyed. 

I felt trapped. I clenched my fists, a rat in a cage. Pacing back and forth, I took small, frantic steps, trying to settle my thoughts and calm myself down. But it just wasn’t possible. I was manic. I’d gone into my own world, my own private hell. 

I grabbed my head with both hands, trying to squeeze out the chaotic thoughts, force them to slow down. But it didn’t work. It never did. I sunk to the ground near the vanity and, with my left fist, started to punch myself repeatedly in the head, over and over again, feeling the lumps and bruises already rising. My conscious mind wasn’t even engaged – I just wanted it all to stop. To be removed from the planet, to disappear. 

The blinding headache that immediately followed calmed me somewhat – I was numb. That’s what I was trying to achieve.

I started to cry. A quiet, almost gentle cry. I was so exhausted, and so sad. 

I couldn’t live like this anymore; I didn’t want to live at all. I was beyond despair, and so ashamed. After all our success, and after cultivating this so-called perfect ‘dream life’ I was living, which I knew people envied, I wondered to myself how did I even get to this state of self-loathing, of not wanting any of this? But I knew I would have to get up and keep going, because what else could I do?

All I knew was that I hated myself, I hated Craig, and I hated Triangl. I was, quite clearly, hanging by a thread.







Chapter One

Via the Shop Floor

My dad very proudly likes to tell a story about me, a story which he believes was how he knew I was going to do something special. For me, I reflect on it as being the start of my obsession with business, and the understanding of what it took to make a sale.

I was five years old, and my family was at my sister’s primary-school fair. There were bunches of balloons tied up around the school grounds to add a festive atmosphere to the day.

There were lots of little stands selling different things, such as mini soaps, flavoured fudge and cakes. Of course, these items cost money, money my parents weren’t willing to hand out to me for no good reason.

In light of this, I had to find a way to get some money and so I walked around, untying all the balloons I could get my hands on and proceeded to walk around the fair, selling individual balloons for 20 cents each. I keenly remember every part of this experience. The surprise and the joy on people’s faces when I tried to sell them a balloon. The way I initially felt scared to go up to strangers and talk to them, but that once I did, and smiled, it was the connection that I made with them that convinced them to buy a balloon from me. It was a powerful feeling. Sure, who would say no to a 20-cent balloon being sold to them by a child,  but for me it was much more. It made me feel confident, and it filled me with a self-belief that I could get what I wanted in life if I was brave enough to try new things, to seize opportunities where I saw them – to be entrepreneurial.

In Australia, the legal age to be able to work was fourteen years and nine months, and I counted down the days until I was old enough with feverish excitement. I was so excited to grow up, to earn money, to experience new feelings and new challenges.

My first weekend job was at a café, as a waitress. Which I hated. The owner, who was the chef, was a highly strung individual which filtered down to the rest of the staff. It was exhausting. I was never properly trained so I was winging it from day one, which isn’t so bad when waiting and clearing tables, but they also had me making coffee. I still feel bad for the customers who ever had to drink one of my very burnt coffees.

The café floor was chaotic. This suburban Melbourne café was the only one in that area, so it was slammed from 9am until around 2pm on weekends. I had no idea what I was doing, and used to dread going to work every day but couldn’t bear to quit, because on the scale of first-time jobs, being a waitress was a good one, and I didn’t want to give up so quickly. 

When I look back at this time, my stress was absolutely due to the toxic work environment, and it was my first glimpse at the boss being the one who sets the tone for the rest of the team. Chris was this particular boss’s name, and she had a successful catering business on top of the café. She had most likely taken on more work than she could manage. I clearly recall the day she grabbed both handles of a pot that was on the stove, subsequently burning her hands, and wailing at the top of her voice. Of course it would have been painful, no doubt, but her cries were so much more than that. She was exhausted, strung out, over it. The burn was the last straw for her, and for me, and I quit shortly after. 

My next part-time job was at a supermarket. I was a checkout chick, and, oh boy, did I love this job. So much about this job was forming who I was turning into as an adult. First and foremost, I had to stand up against questions and comments from everyone in my life as to why I chose to leave a waitressing job, which seemed quite a glamorous job as a teenager, to instead be a supermarket worker, which to my friends didn’t hold quite the same cachet. For me, I’d stayed in the café role a few months too long, considering how much I’d hated it. It was only because I knew I’d be judged for leaving that I stayed for longer than I should have. 

Facing that criticism, and honouring my own happiness at the tender age of fifteen, was the first time I’d been aware that happiness often meant going against what society tells you will make you happy, and listening to your own inner voice.

As the supermarket was in my suburb, I often saw the parents of my school friends, and was so often asked ‘Oh, you work here now?’, which I learned quickly was an opportunity to stand by my decision and not shrink away from it. 

There was so much I loved about this job. The short hours (three-hour shifts were quite common); the way I was able to revel in my organising skills by packing the bags in categories and ensuring each bag was filled perfectly; and the way I was trained so well and looked after so professionally, which made me feel valued and cared for. But what I loved the absolute most was talking to people and giving them the best service I possibly could. I relished the fact that I could make customers feel good, or at least better than they had before they went through my checkout lane. I felt useful, I felt appreciated, and I was very good at my job, which made me feel special too.

I had people from all walks of life come through my checkout, and I really learned so much about consumer behaviour, seeing what people bought, how they acted, who they were.

It was utterly fascinating. It was also, at times, quite grounding to realise just how tough many people were doing it. It was on Thursdays that the pension payments would be made for the over-sixties and there would be an influx of elderly customers, purchasing their necessities. It was eye-opening to see what people live off, and that so many were totally reliant on government funds. Not that I condone stealing in any way, but I may or may not have forgotten to scan items for these kinds of customers regularly, and I always made sure to have a conversation, give them big smiles and try to show them I cared in my own small way.

I stayed in this job all through high school and for a few months after I graduated Year 12 in 2002. I finished Year 12 with mediocre results. I received a 67.5 as a score, which was out of 100. Not great, but not too bad considering the severe lack of effort and preparation I put into my final exams. In fact, I turned eighteen in the middle of exams, and I was going out to clubs in the middle of the two-week exam period. 

I was intelligent enough and considered to be a very ‘bright student’, but my lack of application to my studies was consistent from the beginning of secondary school at the small independent girls school in Melbourne I attended from Year 7 straight through to Year 12.

During my primary-school years I had attended no less than five primary schools. We moved around Australia because of my dad who was working his way up the management ranks at an insurance company. I had become very used to packing up and moving every few years, and I absolutely loved this part of my life. I was accustomed to being ‘the new girl’, and absolutely thrived on being one. It gave me a great skill in life: to be able to easily assimilate into different social situations and find connection with strangers. It also gave me a lot of freedom to be whoever I wanted to be and try out different interests and hobbies, based on the friends I was making in different schools. 

In primary school, I was always one of the smartest students. I had a natural ability with words and flourished in writing and reading. I also loved and played a lot of sports, which I credit to my father for basically raising me to be a tomboy.

I am the middle child in my family and have an older sister, Bree, and a younger brother, Myles. My parents were supposed to have only two children, and I was supposed to be a boy. My dad was the only male child in his family, and to carry on the Deering name, I needed to be a boy as well. Suffice to say, when I came out a girl, there was a little disappointment, largely from Nanna, my dad’s mother, who refused to visit me in hospital or for weeks afterwards, and never really warmed up to me during her time on this earth.

Despite my being very much a girl, I grew up being very much a tomboy, obsessed with cricket, footy, cars and planes – a lot because of my dad’s earnest interest in these things. I was such a tomboy that I only received my first doll when I was ten, and from then on embraced the more feminine side of myself.

We grew up as a standard middle-class family, and my childhood was an easy one: I felt safe, looked after and loved all the time. We never went without the things we wanted, within reason, and certainly never without anything we needed. We had a yearly holiday – nothing flashy, usually a trip to another city – and I had a fun and full childhood. In spite of this, I always wanted more. I hated that my friends often had nicer cars, bigger houses, beach houses and seemingly better lives. 

My dad, especially, saw this longing in me and always encouraged me to use this desire as fuel to do more with my life. 

It was early on in my years at secondary school that it became clear I wasn’t going to do very well in this system. I was regularly told ‘if only she applied herself, she could do better, she could be better’. I was in a school that favoured maths and science, both areas that I loathed and wasn’t naturally good at. The school also acknowledged art, but that wasn’t my strength either. I enjoyed drama and English, and so the school very early on categorised me as a student who wasn’t likely to get high grades and do the school proud (as so often happens in the education system), and left me to basically fend for myself in regards to getting support or real guidance. I also made no secret of the fact that I had no idea what I wanted to do when I left school.

In Year 10, aged sixteen, much fuss was, and still is, made over meeting the career counsellor to discuss what it was that you wanted to do for the rest of your life. Because, of course, one should know at this age. The age where you are not even an adult, but also not really a child anymore. Possibly one of the most confusing times as a human, but yes, let’s choose our career right now!

I made it very clear in these meetings I had absolutely no idea what I wanted to do.

What I liked was words, and I liked people. That was about it. The counsellor came up with a few options: a lawyer, a social worker, a psychologist. All perfectly fine options, but all requiring a high level of academic achievement (social work was the ‘in’ career of the time so the entry-level marks were in the eighties when it would normally have been in the sixties) – marks I knew I wasn’t going to get anywhere near. I hated studying. A true procrastinator, I left everything until the night before, which usually worked okay enough through my years at school, but I knew that when it came to exams cramming wasn’t going to cut it. 

From Year 10 I resigned myself to knowing I most likely wouldn’t get a university degree. This was no doubt frustrating for my parents, who had sacrificed a lot to put me through a private-school education, without any benefit of a university degree to come from it. It was a point of contention for my dad for a while, and he used to often express his frustration over my lack of interest in ‘doing well’ at school. He saw something in me, as he so often told me, and felt that I was special, that I was ‘bright’ and that he wanted to see me use my brains as I was destined to.

While this sometimes showed up in him as frustration towards me, it was my dad who gave me my unwavering self-belief. He made me believe I was able to be whoever I wanted to be, and do whatever I wanted to do, if I worked hard enough at it. By stamping a work ethic in me, at every chance he got, my dad saved me from pursuing a pointless uni degree and led to me deciding to work full time as soon as I left school instead.

Dad had a particular interest in a man called Charlie Bell and he would tell me his story often. Charlie was the first ever non-American and also the youngest person to be the global CEO of McDonald’s. Charlie started at McDonald’s when he was just fifteen, and worked his way up to be the big boss through the stores’ ranks. 

This story, and Dad’s belief in me, made me feel anything was possible, and once I finished school, I decided to jump into the industry I was into most at the time, and work my way up, Charlie Bell-style.

That industry was fashion, and the way into it was via the shop floor. 

I had been interested in a career in fashion buying – just like any young woman obssessed with fashion – but as my Year 12 results weren’t high enough to get me into a marketing or business degree at a reputable university, I was going to have to find another way in.

It was hard to get on to the shop floor in retail. Every place I looked required experience, which I of course didn’t have. After a month of looking anywhere and everywhere, I found a temporary casual role for a costume-jewellery brand, who were setting up a Christmas pop-up store at a shopping centre. They didn’t require experience, and I jumped at the opportunity, knowing this would give me the experience I needed for the real ‘fashion’ stores. 

The store I was in was not a whole store, more a slice of a store in a corner of the shopping centre. But I was happy. My résumé was expanding!

I had to wear a uniform every day, a white t-shirt emblazoned with ‘3 for $10’ on both front and back. I was quite literally signage for the store, but I didn’t mind as it allowed me to befriend some guys from the surfwear store next door, who wanted to buy the t-shirts to wear out at night to the clubs, and so we struck up a friendship, which then extended to my getting to know the girls in the store next to them – a women’s clothing store.

It didn’t take long for a role to come up with them – staff turnover is always high in retail. The role was for an assistant store manager, and as I was technically store manager of the ‘3 for $10’ store (it actually didn’t have a name), I was able to bluff my way into the role.

From there, I jumped from retail store to retail store. It took me a while to get to store manager, but, once there, it then became a matter of finding the right fit. I learned fast that the toxicity of the retail fashion space made my first café role seem absolutely mild in comparison. Retail was dominated by young women, and it felt often like a high-school playground in terms of the gossip and the bitchiness. 

I had to learn very quickly to stay as removed from it all as possible, and focus solely on the work at hand, namely the customers, to ensure I didn’t end up becoming embroiled in the latest drama.

I moved around in the next few years to a few different companies, all in fashion retail. I was trying to find the perfect fit, the perfect culture, the perfect place. I tried smaller, more ‘fashion’ brands, like Bettina Liano, Roy and Bardot, and I tried the big national companies, namely Sportsgirl, Witchery and even Supré. 

While at the time it was a bit disheartening, as none of the places seemed the right fit for me, I was benefiting from the experience of all these varied workplaces, with all their different practices, cultures, customers. This was going to serve me well in future years, when it came to starting my own business, although that wasn’t even factoring into my wildest of dreams back in those retail days.

I’d decided after perhaps my third or fourth role on the floor that I wanted to get into head office of one of those companies. I wanted to go behind the scenes. The ceiling wasn’t very high in the retail roles. I had no interest in becoming an area, state or national manager, as I felt it only would mean more politics, more toxicity. I’d had many area managers in my time as a store manager, and they were usually girls or women on a total power trip, coming in weekly and causing absolute chaos in the stores, and creating a very negative workplace. I wanted to be far away from that, and felt it was much safer in the head offices. I didn’t really care how I got in or what role I would take, I just wanted in.

It was not long after this realisation that I had an opportunity to travel overseas for the first time. Well, not true; I’d been to Bali. But this was different – I had friends moving to London, a bit of a rite of passage for many a young Australian. I got it into my head one night that I needed to go on this trip. A mere eight weeks later I was on a plane, indeed moving to London. I had always been an act-now-think-later kind of person, and once my mind was made up, it was well and truly made up. I saved as much money as I could in those eight weeks, and with the plan to work as soon as I got to London, I left Melbourne.

I only stayed for six months, from March through September 2007, and I worked temp office roles to get me by just enough to be able to visit Paris, Amsterdam, Croatia and Greece. A very typical expat experience, with several phone calls back home to Mum and Dad in those months, pleading to borrow yet another small amount of money to get me through. 

I returned home to Australia with a renewed drive to get my career going. I’d had enough of a taste of the world, I’d seen the lives some people lived, and I just wanted to grow up and get going with being a real adult, with a real job.

I was twenty-three when I got back to Melbourne, and, with a ton of retail experience and absolutely zero office experience, I sought a role in a head office. I didn’t care where the role was based within Melbourne, or what the title was, as long as it was within a company that sold consumer products and I was directly involved with those products. 

Still, almost all of those roles required direct experience or a university degree, neither of which I had. After weeks of job-searching, I found a marketing assistant role, and while it did ask for marketing experience or a uni degree, it said ‘preferred’ over ‘must have’. I wrote the most convincing cover letter I possibly could and, after interviewing with a few people within the company, I was hired. 

The business was a costume-jewellery wholesale brand. They made all the costume jewellery for the biggest retailers in Australia, and it was only a 25-minute drive from my home. I was still living with my parents, with no plans yet to move, as was becoming quite normal with my generation. 

While my title was ‘marketing assistant’, I was directly reporting to one of the senior buyers, Philip, and was essentially his assistant. He was older, in his late forties, and had been working at the company for years. 

Philip was quite direct and snappy to other colleagues in the office at times, but he loved me and took me under his wing, teaching me all I could ever want to know in terms of development and design. Being a buyer was the dream for most young girls working in fashion. Quarterly trips to Europe and the US were what we all dreamed about, and it seemed so glamorous and elevated. My three years working with Philip undid all the glamour of this industry, as we both spent 80 per cent of our time on Microsoft Excel. 

I learned quickly that, largely, Australian fashion design meant reinventing what was bought overseas on buying trips. This was the Aussie way, as we were always behind the European season by six months, which meant whatever they were releasing was what we could release shortly after.

Samples bought overseas were rife in the office, and making our own version of them was the way it was. It was to never look exactly the same, but similar. Philip handled this carefully and with integrity, and sought my advice as time went on. Before long, I was developing ranges and collections with him.

I learned, for the first time, all about the critical path, which was the timeline of a design being drawn up, then samples initiated with our manufacturers, straight through to the arrival into store. This process was my first experience of seeing what it was like to deal with Chinese manufacturers, and how samples were so often incorrect the first and second time, and how you had to very carefully monitor the whole process to ensure quality matched the cost price we were given by the manufacturers. Philip had been in the industry for decades and knew intimately how it worked. He knew when a design didn’t match the price given or something was off, and he taught me how and why he picked up on certain things. He was tough but fair – he’d have heated arguments with Adrian, the chain-smoking head of supply chain, over shoddy samples and production delays, but then continue on kindly with him later. He never held a grudge or made things personal – something I’d never seen in my years working in retail – and this cemented in me how to act in the workplace, and how to not avoid conflict as it often meant getting the best result, if handled professionally.

I stayed with Phillip for three years, but started getting itchy feet. I wanted more, again. I wanted to take my knowledge, and my now fairly strong level of experience, at least for a 25-year- old, and try working for a national company. This was where I thought I’d climb the ranks, and be able to at least become a buyer within a year or two.

I took a role as a production-development assistant at Myer, Australia’s largest retailer, in the underwear department, right next to fashion. I was getting closer to where I wanted to be.

The office was brand-new and in the city,  and it felt exciting, like I was a real adult.

While my role with the jewellery wholesaler was extremely hands-on, my role at Myer was not. Being a large company meant roles were very defined and there wasn’t much movement outside of them. I spent my days inputting orders into the computer system, and occasionally assisting the senior buyer on range-showing days. It was hideously boring. I tried to tell myself this was all for a bigger cause, and that I would be able to be promoted far easier in a company this size. But, at the end of the day, it was a corporate company, and it was absolutely not suited to me. This was quite a big realisation, but one I was grateful to have experienced early on in my career. By the time I quit, only five months into the job, my desire to be a buyer had completely evaporated, and instead I turned my focus to the new world growing rapidly online. 

It was  around 2010 that Australian consumer-led businesses were starting to look to the internet as a real commodity for their brands and beginning to open ‘online stores’.

This was extremely exciting for me, as I’d realised a few things during my short tenure at Myer. Firstly, I missed customer interaction. I missed actually being able to get their feedback, understand who they were, what they were buying and why. Secondly, I preferred small business. Ones where I was able to understand the operations easier and be a part of them too. 

With these new-found realisations at the forefront of my mind, I put my feelers out to discover which businesses were looking at opening an online store.

An ex-colleague of mine at one of the smaller retailers I had worked for, Teale,  had gone out on her own and started a clothing brand called Friends of Mine. It was Melbourne based, cute party and daywear, and doing fairly well. (NB: Teale is now behind the cool girl label Réalisation Par.) They were slowly opening an online store, but needed to give autonomy to someone to run it so she and her co-founder could focus on the growth of the brand. I’d never wanted a job more in my life, and I could not believe it when I was offered the role. 

It was essentially managing a store, but from the office. Without any bitchy girls or toxic environment. It was just myself and my customer. It truly felt like the dream job. 

I was so in love with the premise behind online stores – the idea that you could shop privately, whenever you wanted. That you could lie on your bed after work and pick an outfit for the weekend, or choose presents for friends in the comfort and privacy of your own space – it was the greatest evolving landscape I’d ever witnessed, let alone been a part of.

I loved being in charge of my space. Of being able to nurture these girls buying the pieces. Picking and packing their orders, following up with them when I felt it was right to. Going above and beyond to build a community. I believed so much in the way this was going to make so many people feel good, to get a package from me, with an item I’d often helped them choose via email chats, and a handwritten note. It came so naturally to me because it felt like such a relief to be able to do this every day with no other distractions.

As the business was small, I was also able to advise the co-founders on customer behaviour as it unfolded in front of me. I’d be able to mention that a particular style was perhaps fitting wrong as it had been returned more times than other styles or advise on making more of a style as it was selling out super-fast and being requested over and over again. The brand was able to have such control over what they were doing because of this rapid feedback process and total visibility over what was going on. 

It really did seem like online stores and consumer products were a match made in heaven, in terms of being able to be super-reactive to consumer behaviour in relation to their specific offerings.

An unfortunate experience at this company – in which one of the co-founders read my personal emails on my company-owned laptop, in which my current boyfriend and I were ironically bitching over the co-founder in question’s tendency to act in an unprofessional manner, and fired me on the spot one afternoon (she did try to re-hire me days later but it was enough unprofessionalism to call it a day from my side) – was unable to deter me from the love I had for the space, and, shortly after, I found a similar role with another company.

In every interaction I had with a customer, I treated them as if they were Customer Number One. The boss. In my eyes, this customer was our best chance for growing a brand. I knew the power in customer service, in great customer service. I’d lived and breathed it for ten years by this point. I’d gotten to know the nuances of what made a customer want to buy something. Even over email, I sought it out as my primary task, to work out what they really wanted and give it to them. And, of course, it was more than the actual item they’d ordered. How many people just buy for no reason? There was always a reason. And I took great joy in connecting with my customers over their why. And working out how to support them in feeling good. It was as simple and as complex as that and I obsessed over it, day and night. 

I used to imagine their faces, opening their package and finding their purchase, and smiling because the whole process was flawless. I was so fuelled when I’d often receive an email from a customer to just say thank you. The times I was told they’d never experienced service like that before were what drove me to keep caring the way I was.

I was equally as driven by the negative emails. The ones in which their shipment didn’t arrive in time or at all, a bikini was faulty, the sizing was wrong – standard issues an online business faces. Initially these hurt to read, and I’d often cry with frustration over the fact I’d not delivered a 10/10 experience. But as was the case in my retail days, the opportunity to win over a customer who’d had a negative experience was one not to be missed. I went above and beyond with these customers, first by validating their frustrations, which disarmed the majority, and then solving their problem in any way I could. 

My love for my customers was simply based on how I wanted to feel and be treated.

I remember those days as a teenager, walking into fashion stores and feeling like eyes were on you, and you were being judged for simply being there. It was an early promise to myself that I would never be like that when I worked in fashion. I would never use it as an excuse to be mean or rude or exclusionary. 

The simple promise I made to myself was to always think of the customer as if it was me in their shoes, with everything I did and every decision I made. The customer always comes first.
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