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Serena Moss 

The Apology Factory 

The first apology I ever wrote cost a politician his career and bought me a business.  

It wasn’t meant to damn him. It was meant to save him. 

I was twenty-eight, freelancing out of a shoebox flat in Redfern, half my income from 

slogans for beer brands and election flyers nobody read. PR gigs came through mates of 

mates, cash-in-hand mostly – “spin this into gold” stuff. A bank merger, a dodgy council 

tender, a celebrity chef who’d called someone a bogan cow on breakfast radio.  

Then came him. A mid-tier politician, the kind who thought his seat was safe forever. He 

rang at midnight after a slur crawled out of his mouth on live radio and refused to die in the 

transcripts. 

His team had already quit. 

I opened Facebook and Instagram: trending. The replay: slurs – plural, not one like he’d 

claimed. People were out for blood.  

By 2 am I knew there was no saving him. Every platform carried his voice, sharp as 

broken glass. Reports said his staff had resigned en masse. My job wasn’t rescue anymore. It 

was autopsy. 

So I wrote what I could live with, and hopefully he could too. Hungover, blunt, brutal. 

I  w a s  w r o n g .  

I  s a i d  i t .  

I  h u r t  p e o p l e .  

I  r e s i g n .  

Four sentences. No hedge. No weather metaphors. 

He read it, hands shaking. Silence afterwards, the kind that’s louder than applause. By 

midday he was gone. By evening my inbox was full. 

Turns out power respects ruthlessness, even when it fears it. 

That’s when I realised apologies aren’t accidents. They’re architecture. And someone had 

to build them right. 

So I opened The Factory. 
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But here’s the part I don’t tell the clients: the first apology I should have written wasn’t 

for a politician to his listeners. It was for me to my brother, Cal. 

Cal who always said I had a way with people, a “familiar face”.  

Cal who said I’d make a great priest. He said it once on a long drive back from footy, the 

kind of truth that sneaks out when the radio’s broken and you’re both staring at the road. I 

laughed and changed the subject. He never took it back. 

Cal who reached for me at Mum’s funeral and I pulled away. 

We haven’t spoken since. Five years. But his voice still lives in the walls. 

Every time I put pen to paper to him, the words failed me. I never got past I'm sorry.  

I could strip strangers’ excuses down to bone, but my own stayed stuck in my throat.  

Maybe that’s why I built The Factory – easier to fix theirs than face mine. 

*** 

We don’t do spin. We do apologies. 

There’s a difference, though you’d be surprised how many try to pay for the first and call 

it the second. 

Our studio sits above a bakery in Surry Hills that burns the tops of its Portuguese tarts on 

purpose. Sugar and scorch come up the vents like memory you can’t sweeten. Inside, we’ve 

made the joke literal, stations like a production line. 

REGRET ROOM  –  NO IF. NO BUT. 

RESPONSIBILITY BENCH  –  PUT THE SUBJECT IN THE SENTENCE. 

REPAIR BAY  –  WORDS WITH WRENCHES. 

Samples hang on pegs: Public Figure, Corporate Systemic, Historic Institutional, 

Domestic Everyday. People think the last is the smallest. It isn’t. “I’m sorry you felt” can kill 

a marriage quicker than a betrayal. 

I don’t peg Domestic Everyday samples for show; I don’t like airing laundry. Mostly, I 

hang my coat there. 

There are only three of us. Me. Mara, two days a week. Tully, who runs the inbox like an 

air-traffic controller. We’ve got a Passive Voice Siren that shrieks when someone says 

“mistakes were made”. We’ve got a jar labelled CONTEXT – a dollar every time a client 

tries to slip the word in where truth should go. 

The Factory isn’t big. It isn’t pretty. But it’s alive. 
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Some days it feels like a confessional – people step in, spill their sins, wait to be told 

what to say next. 

*** 

Athlete 

9 am Monday: subject line drops – URGENT – PLAYER STATEMENT. 

I pour coffee and open a blank doc. The template no one admits is a template is already in 

my head. Name the harm. Kill the weather. Centre the subject. Short sentences. Shorter. 

I  w a s  w r o n g  t o  u s e  a  s l u r.  N o  o n e  p r o v o k e d  m e .  I n t e n t i o n s  d o n ’ t  

c a n c e l  i m p a c t .  I  a m  s o r r y .  

Six minutes later the manager replies: “Can we add in the heat of the moment?” 

I send the same sentence back, now with a footnote: “Heat is for kettles, not excuses.” 

At the Responsibility Bench, we hammer the I back in. “Mistakes were made” goes into 

the siren’s maw and sets it screaming. 

I  s a i d  i t .  N o t  a  m i s t a k e .  A  c h o i c e .  

The manager calls. “He cried,” he says. “His mum cried. Is that good optics?” 

We’ve got a NO OPTICS sign bolted to the wall for this. 

“Tell him to take the fine and sit with it,” I say. “Off socials. No optics.” 

Later, scrolling the news, I see the line quoted on feeds, screenshotted and reshared. 

Some fans rage. Others say: “Finally, accountability.” One columnist writes: “Shortest 

apology in sport, maybe the first one that sounded like it meant anything.” 

The words have left us. They’re working. Or not. That’s not ours to decide.  

*** 

Bank 

10 am: a breach. A million small knots in a million guts. Their draft starts the way all 

breaches start: “We take your privacy seriously.” 

Everyone always does. Until they don’t. 

Regret Room, scalpel out: 
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W e  f a i l e d  t o  p r o t e c t  y o u r  d a t a .  T h a t ’ s  o n  u s .  I f  y o u ’ r e  r e a d i n g  t h i s  

w i t h  a  k n o t  i n  y o u r  s t o m a c h ,  w e  t i e d  i t .  

Repair Bay, wrenches out: 

B y  F r i d a y  w e  w i l l  r e s e t  c r e d e n t i a l s ,  p a y  f o r  a  y e a r  o f  m o n i t o r i n g  p e r  

a c c o u n t ,  a n d  p u b l i s h  t h e  a u d i t  i n  f u l l  –  r e d a c t i n g  o n l y  d e t a i l s  t h a t  

p u t  s o m e o n e  a t  r i s k .  O u r  b o a r d  w i l l  a n s w e r  y o u r  q u e s t i o n s  l i v e .  N o  

m u s i c  u n d e r  t h e  v i d e o .  

They want to swap “will” for “plan to”. 

Tully sends them a photo of the sign above her desk: A PLAN IS WHAT YOU HAVE 

WHEN YOU’RE NOT DOING IT YET. 

They keep “will”. 

I mark Friday in red. If they don’t deliver, we don’t work with them again. That’s our 

superstition: an apology that doesn’t repair becomes a prop. We don’t make props. 

That evening, on the tram home, I see the man next to me scrolling his account with his 

thumb trembling. When the statement pings onto his screen, I watch his shoulders drop. The 

apology has worked, if only for the length of a commute. 

The next day hashtags #BankBreach and #FinallyAccountable trend side by side. The 

share price dips, then stabilises. Someone emails Tully a meme: our exact sentence printed on 

mugs. She laughs and drops a coin in the CONTEXT jar for irony. 

*** 

Influencer 

At 11, Kit from downstairs slides in with a box of tarts and eyes too kind for this job. “My 

mate mocked someone on a livestream,” she says. “Can you …” 

We let her through. Twenty-two-year-olds are the closest thing we have to conscience on 

retainer. And she has Portuguese tarts. My favourite.  

The friend arrives sweating moisturiser, panic clinging to him like cologne, ring light 

under his arm. An influencer: three hundred thousand followers, mostly teenagers who’d sell 

a kidney to look like him. His crime? Mocking a stranger’s body on a Bondi bus, filmed 

without consent. The clip spread, stitched and duetted, outrage fanning like fire in dry grass. 
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Sponsors dropped him before breakfast TV. Screenshots of his smirk on billboards he’d posed 

for two weeks earlier, the word BULLY graffitied across them in bright pink. 

The draft he brings is a classic: “If I offended anyone, that wasn’t my intention.” He 

reads it in the same tone he uses for discount codes. It wouldn’t put out a birthday candle. 

The Regret Room confiscates the ring light. The Bench doesn’t like flattering angles. 

I  m o c k e d  s o m e o n e ’ s  b o d y  f o r  c l i c k s .  I  t h o u g h t  I  w a s  p u n c h i n g  u p .  I  

w a s n ’ t .  I  w a s  c r u e l .  T h a t ’ s  u g l y .  

He stumbles on “ugly”. Says the word tastes like tin. 

“Good,” I say. “It should.” 

Repair Bay: 

I  f i l m e d  a  p e r s o n  w i t h o u t  t h e i r  c o n s e n t .  I  h u m i l i a t e d  t h e m  i n  f r o n t  

o f  s t r a n g e r s .  I  c a n ’ t  u n d o  t h a t .  I ’ v e  d e l e t e d  t h e  v i d e o ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  I  

g o t  c a u g h t ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  i t  s h o u l d  n e v e r  h a v e  e x i s t e d .  F o r  t h e  n e x t  

m o n t h  I ’ l l  u s e  m y  a c c o u n t  t o  a m p l i f y  v o i c e s  t h a t  a r e n ’ t  m i n e .   

We make him say it until his shoulders drop, until he stops performing and just speaks. 

Kit watches from the doorway, fists tight. 

As they leave, Kit squeezes my shoulder. “He’ll hate you for that,” she whispers. 

“Good,” I say. “It’s not meant to be comfortable.” 

Two days later the hashtag #ApologiseProperly trends with his clip stitched to it. Half the 

comments call him fake; the other half say at least he sounded human. A skincare sponsor 

quietly reinstates their contract. Kit DMs me: “He donated the ad money to a body-positivity 

org. Not sure if he’ll stick it out. But it’s something.” 

*** 

Minister 

By midday: MINISTER – HISTORIC APOLOGY. 

Of course it’s him. Fuck. 

I throw my pen across the office, then take two notes out of my wallet: a fifty to Tully, 

who hollers because she finally won an office bet, and a fiver into the CONTEXT jar as 

penance. 
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Draft attached: fifty pages of “our thoughts are with, lessons learned, sincerely”. I want 

to put it in a museum under a sign: WHEN THE PASSIVE VOICE WAS KING. 

We cut 90 per cent. We add nouns heavy as iron. We make him practise the line in front 

of a mirror he can’t look away from. 

W e  t o o k  y o u r  w a g e s  a n d  y o u r  c h i l d h o o d ,  t h e n  u s e d  t h e  l a w  t o  c a l l  i t  

c a r e .  

He blinks like there’s grit in his eye. Blinking is allowed. We’re not here to fix him. 

We’re here to fix the sentence. 

Repair Bay, bolt to steel: 

T o d a y  w e  s i g n  d e e d s ,  n o t  p l e d g e s :  $ 3 7 8  m i l l i o n ,  d a t e s ,  o f f i c e s ,  

n a m e s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  e m p o w e r e d  t o  s a y  y e s .  W e  w o n ’ t  c a l l  i t  “ m o v i n g  

o n ” .  W e ’ l l  c a l l  i t  w h a t  i t  i s :  “ s t a r t i n g  l a t e ” .  

“Too raw?” he asks. 

“Raw is what you are when the skin’s been taken off,” I say. “Say it anyway.” 

He does. The cameras catch the words and they don’t slide off. 

When the minister reads it, live, the room doesn’t clap. They stand. Descendants who’d 

sworn never to come to Parliament walk forward. Newspapers call it “a turning”. Survivors 

call it “late but real”. One old stockman writes: “First time I heard a politician sound like a 

person.” 

The opposition sneered that it was theatre. Maybe it was. But even theatre has power if 

the words don’t buckle. And theatre still makes shitty men squirm. 

*** 

Wife 

Between crises, we get a walk-in. No subject line. No manager. Just a woman with a folder 

and a face that hasn’t slept in a year. 

“My marriage is gone if I can’t say it right,” she says. 

This isn’t our usual kind of crisis but Tully pulls up a chair. Sometimes The Factory 

needs reminding that not every crisis comes with a press release. 

The draft she shows us is three pages of pleading. Every second sentence starts with 

“but”. 
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“But you know I didn’t mean it.” 

“But I was tired.” 

“But you said worse.” 

Regret Room first: 

I  l i e d  t o  y o u .  I  b r o k e  y o u r  t r u s t .  Yo u  g a v e  m e  f a i t h  a n d  I  s p e n t  i t  l i k e  

l o o s e  c h a n g e .  

She cries. People usually cry in The Factory. We don’t write it into the copy. 

Responsibility Bench: 

I  c h o s e  n o t  t o  t e l l  y o u  w h e r e  I  w a s .  I  c h o s e  t o  l e t  s o m e o n e  e l s e ’ s  

n u m b e r  s i t  i n  m y  p h o n e .  I  c h o s e  s i l e n c e .  

Repair Bay: 

I  b o o k e d  c o u n s e l l i n g .  I  t o l d  o u r  d a u g h t e r  t h e  t r u t h  i n  w o r d s  h e r  a g e  

c a n  h o l d .  I ’ m  m o v i n g  o u t  f o r  n o w .  I f  y o u  w a n t  m e  b a c k ,  i t  h a s  t o  b e  

y o u r  c h o i c e ,  n o t  m i n e .  

She stares at the page. “It’s too short,” she says. 

“No,” I tell her. “It’s the right size. Anything longer is bargaining.” 

We don’t know if her husband forgives her. That’s not our department. What we can give 

her is language with its tricks stripped out. A frame strong enough to hold the truth. 

When she leaves, Tully prints a copy of the apology. She drapes my coat over the back of 

my chair then hangs the apology on the Domestic Everyday peg.  

It doesn’t look so small anymore.  

I pretend not to look at it for the rest of the afternoon. The next morning, Mara taps it as 

she washes cups. “Your turn,” she says.  

We’ve been joking about that peg for two years. I hang my coat there. I’ve never hung a 

letter. 

Until Tully did yesterday. 

At lunch I sit on the fire stairs with cold noodles and my worst habit: not calling my 

brother. 

Five years since Mum’s funeral, the last time we spoke. Cal reached for my wrist as the 

priest droned on, his fingers warm, steady. I pulled away like he was fire. That’s the loop that 

replays – not the hymns, not the flowers, just that. Him trying to hold, me refusing. 
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The truth is, we’d been cracking for years before Mum went. He stayed close, worked 

shifts, took her to appointments. I kept my distance, sent money when I remembered, texted 

excuses when I didn’t. When the end came, Cal had worn himself down to a thread. I arrived 

in a pressed suit and thought that counted for something. 

It didn’t. 

At the wake, people spoke to me like I was the dutiful one. I let them. Cal stood in the 

corner, jaw tight, a tray of untouched sandwiches sweating in his hands. When he tried to 

catch my eye, I looked away. When he tried to take my hand, I pulled back. I wanted to be the 

clever daughter, the one who fixed things with words. He wanted a sister. 

We buried her, and that was that. 

I could write the apology in my sleep. I have. Half a dozen drafts live in a dented tin. Too 

polished, all of them. Too much Factory in the bones. I strip them down, rip out the tricks, 

leave only the raw frame – and then I hide them away before dawn. Because the moment I 

send one, there’s no undoing the silence that came before it. 

Better to stay unsent. Better to stay unfinished. 

That’s the lie I’ve been telling myself for five years. 

*** 

HOSPICE – URGENT 

Back at my desk, the inbox coughs up heat. 

Families turned away at midnight. Staff triaging with their spines. A mother who died 

alone while her son circled the block looking for a park. The apology they wrote is beige 

carpet. You could lie down on it and vanish. 

Regret Room: 

Y o u  t r u s t e d  u s  w i t h  y o u r  m o t h e r ’ s  l a s t  h o u r s .  W e  f a i l e d  h e r,  a n d  y o u .  

T h e r e  i s  n o  i f  i n  t h a t  s e n t e n c e .  

Responsibility Bench: 

I  a m  t h e  C E O .  T h e  b u c k  s t o p p e d  o n  m y  d e s k ,  t h e n  f e l l  o f f .  

Repair Bay: 
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Y o u  d e s e r v e  t o  s e e  w h e r e  t h e  m o n e y  g o e s .  H e r e  a r e  t h e  r o s t e r s .  

H e r e ’ s  m y  p a y  c u t .  H e r e  i s  t h e  p a r k i n g  a t t e n d a n t  w h o s e  o n l y  j o b  i s  

t o  s a y  y e s .  

I type “yes” and freeze. 

The CEO’s name sits on the letterhead like a dare. The surname is my brother’s married 

name – he took his wife’s name when he married her. It’s not him – I know that much – but 

close enough to make the air leave my chest. Almost domestic. Almost family. Almost the 

letter I never sent. 

We haven’t spoken in five years, but I still check his socials. Quietly. Like a thief peeking 

through curtains. He posts photos of his kids I’ve never met at footy, a dog I’ve never met 

chasing a ball, a beach trip where he looks older than I remember. He doesn’t follow me 

back. Doesn’t have to. He’s my brother. I’m the younger sibling, but blood doesn’t come with 

a hierarchy. He’s still my family, even in silence. 

The hospice apology ran on the six o’clock news. Some families spat at the screen. 

Others cried. Donations poured in, then protests: “Hire nurses, not spin doctors.” The CEO 

with the same surname as my brother called me after midnight. His voice was gravel. “We 

left people to die alone. I can’t live with that.” For once, I almost believed him. 

*** 

By evening the minister’s office calls: “The apology resonated.” 

The bank says their customers hated them until they didn’t. 

The influencer posts himself picking up rubbish on a beach no one asked him to go to. 

The Factory hums, satisfied. Everything we built today holds. Everything we didn’t build 

remains. 

I walk home with a tart in a paper bag, uneaten. At the table I open the dented tin where I 

keep letters that never left the house. The first one I wrote Cal longer than two words: “I’m 

sorry I let anger choose the only word in the room.” Too clean. You can hear The Factory in 

it. 

I take fresh paper. A pen that scratches. I write: 

Dear Cal, 

I’m sorry I pulled my hand away at the wake. 

I’m sorry I wanted to be right more than I wanted to be kind. 
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I can’t return the years. I can offer this: 

I will come when you ask, not when I have a fix. 

I will let you tell me how I hurt you, and I won’t tidy it. 

Say when. I’ll be there. 

I fold it. Put it in an envelope. Address it. Leave it on the hall table, where my keys will 

knock against it in the morning. Not sent. Not yet. 

The Factory opens at nine tomorrow. Another inbox full of HELP and URGENT. Another 

line between posture and promise to draw. Another day of bolting actions onto words until 

they hold. 

But tonight, in my quiet flat, the only thing I can hear is the sound of language with its 

splinters left in. 

Not spin. Not optics. Not theatre. 

Apology. 

The kind you write once, and mean. 
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