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A New York Public Library Best Book of 2021The companion to Rex Ogle’s award-winning Free
Lunch is a searing account of adolescence in a household torn by domestic violence.Punching
Bag is the compelling true story of a high school career defined by poverty and punctuated by
outbreaks of domestic abuse. Rex Ogle, who brilliantly mapped his experience of hunger in Free
Lunch, here describes his struggle to survive; reflects on his complex, often paradoxical
relationship with his passionate, fierce mother; and charts the trajectory of his stepdad’s anger.
Hovering over Rex’s story is the talismanic presence of his unborn baby sister.Through it all, Rex
threads moments of grace and humor that act as beacons of light in the darkness. Compulsively
readable, beautifully crafted, and authentically told, Punching Bag is a remarkable memoir about
one teenager’s cycle of violence, blame, and attempts to forgive his parents—and himself.



Punching BagREX OGLENorton Young ReadersAn Imprint of W.W. Norton &
CompanyIndependent Publishers Since 1923To anyone who’s ever been pushed down,and
needs a reminder to get back up—to stand again,and keep reaching.& for Marisa,who never had
a chance . . . but has never let me give up on life.AUTHOR’S NOTEThis is a true story. This is my
story. It happened to me.And as painful as it was for me to write, it may be equally or more
painful for you to read—especially if you’ve lived through something similar.If you’re not ready to
read this, then don’t. Please, go enjoy some sunshine, watch a funny movie, or buy yourself an
ice cream. This book will be waiting for you when you are ready.But know this: I lived this, I
survived. You survived your past too, or you wouldn’t be here reading this. We are both alive. We
may have a few more scars than we’d like—inside or out—but we made it through. No matter
how dark the past, or even the present, the sun will always come up tomorrow. There is
hope.This story (and that ice cream) are waiting . . . whenever you’re ready.Punching
BaghomecomingPeople get off the plane. I wait in my seat, feet not touching the floor. I
remember my stuff in the pocket on the seatback in front of me. I put them in my blue-and-red
backpack one at a time—a Mad magazine, a coloring book, a yellow box of forty-eight Crayola
crayons. I double-check my shirt for the gold pin the pilot gave me. It has two wings on either
side, with a circle in the middle that says Delta.Outside the plane window, the night is dark.
Lights blink in the distance, but all the shadows up-close seem different.As the last people
shuffle off, the plane gets quiet. Lights flicker, and seat belts hang loose off the sides of chairs.
Overhead compartments are empty. Trash is in the aisle. For a second, I think I’m the last person
on the plane, that they forgot about me, like all the magazines that people left behind.Then the
stewardess appears with a warm smile. “You ready, Rex?”Kelly’s hand is soft. She wears a stiff
blue jacket and skirt. Her black shoes have little shiny dragon scales. I wonder if they’re from a
real dragon. With blond hair and firetruck-colored lipstick, she looks like a famous actress I saw
in a movie one time, except with shorter hair. She’s real pretty. And nice too.When Kelly asks
how old I am, I say, “Seven.”“Wow. I fly with a lot of kids, but I’ve never met a seven-year-old as
brave as you.”I shake my head. “I’m not brave.”“Sure you are. You didn’t get scared or anything.
Most little kids get really frightened flying all by themselves. But not you.”“I was a little scared. But
only during take-off.”Kelly laughs. “Then you did a good job of hiding it.”We walk into the warm
light of the airport. The halls are filled with the hum of people talking or eating or rushing by. I’m
wearing my backpack in front of me, squeezing it with my free arm.From the other side of the
glass, Mom raises her hand. All this joy floods through me. Three months in Tennessee with my
dad’s parents was nice. We went fishing. Hung out in the woods a lot. Went to church and sang
hymns. I met cousins I didn’t know about. But it’s the longest I’ve ever been away from my mom. I
missed her.But Mom isn’t smiling. Her boyfriend, Sam, stands next to her. He isn’t smiling
either.Everything inside me sinks, like I swallowed a bunch of rocks.“Is that your mom?” Kelly
asks.I want to say no. To stay with Kelly. Maybe she could adopt me. We could fly all over. Or



maybe we could just get back on the plane. Back to Tennessee to my grandma June and pa-pa
Rex. He and I have the same name, so everyone called me Bubba all summer. I didn’t like it at
first—but it’s better than the names Sam calls me when he drinks too much.Looking down, I
notice. Kelly’s shoes don’t have dragon scales. They’re just plastic.“Rex, is that your mom?” Kelly
asks again.I nod.Kelly lets go of my hand and squats down in front of me. She smiles her pretty
Hollywood smile. “It was nice flying with you, young man.” Then she gives me a big hug. I hold on
for a while. She smells like flowers. Squeezing me, she says, “You stay brave.”I feel like I might
cry.I don’t understand why I love my mom so much, and at the same time, why she makes me so
afraid.My legs carry me through the security door, out into the waiting area. Sam kneels, onto
one knee, and hugs me real hard. “W-w-welcome home, k-k-kid,” he stutters. Sam takes my
backpack and leads the way.Mom doesn’t bend down. She side-hugs me, pressing me into her
hip bone. Her hand on the back of my neck is dry and ice-cold, even though it’s summer. Mom
says, “So how was it?”“Good,” I say.“Good?” Mom says. “That’s it? Just good?”I’m not sure what
she wants me to say, so I just say, “Yeah, it was good.”“Did you have fun with your father?” When
she says “father,” she spits. I can tell she wants me to say no.“He was only there for a week.
Mostly, I was just with my grandparents. It was nice.”“Are you glad to be home?” she asks.I
nod.“Aren’t you going to ask about me?” she snaps. “You’ve been gone three months. Don’t you
care?”I ask, “How was your summer?”“Pretty shitty. I’ll tell you all about it.”Sam stops walking. To
my mom, he says, “D-d-don’t.”In the crowded terminal, Sam’s bottom jaw quivers, his eyes well
up. “D-d-don’t t-t-tell him, L-l-luciana. H-h-he’s just a k-k-kid.”“If I have to live with it, so does he,”
she practically yells. I shrink a little when people turn their heads toward us.Mom snatches my
hand, squeezing it as we walk. Her grip is so tight, my fingers ache. I don’t say anything until I
lose feeling. I pull my fingers free. Mom shouts, “Why won’t you hold my hand? Didn’t you miss
me?!” I let her grab my hand again, even though it hurts.Her grip tightens. My fingers cry out, like
they might shatter into pieces, like a porcelain bowl. I try to get my hand back, but it’s locked
tight. I whisper, “You’re hurting me.”“No, I’m not!” Mom shrieks. “Don’t be a baby.”“You are. Let go.
Please?”The whites of her eyes are streaked with red. Like she hates me. She throws my hand
away from her, like a baseball. “Fine! I didn’t realize I was so horrible to be around!”“I didn’t say
that,” is all I can whisper. My fingers are printed with red-and-white marks. I rub them. Mom’s
arms are crossed, shielding her from the world. From me.The cool indoors air conditioning is
sucked away as we walk through the automatic doors, into the pressing Texas heat. Mom’s
mood shifts as we turn into the parking lot. She smiles, and with a little laugh asks, “Are you
ready to meet your sister?”Planes fall from above, the sky falls too, then the stars, the moon,
crushing and burying me. Only, nothing is really falling; it just feels that way. ’Cause I don’t
understand what she’s saying. I don’t know anything about a sister. She didn’t tell me. Nobody
told me. “What sister?”Like I’m stupid, Mom snaps, “Your baby sister.”I check around me. No
baby carriage, no stroller, no bag with diapers, nothing. No baby. “Where?”“There’s our car,” she
says. Mom opens the passenger door, pushing the front seat forward so I can crawl into the rear
of the Toyota hatchback.“L-l-luciana—” Sam says again.She shoots him an icy glare. Then slips



into the passenger seat and closes the door. From under her seat, she pulls out a little pink
photo album. Sam gets into the driver’s seat and tries to take the book away. “St-st-stop.”She
slaps his hands away.“Don’t you dare touch me!” she yells.“D-don’t . . .” He looks all wrong when
the tear slides down his face. He’s a giant. Over six feet tall, his body all big muscles. But not
now. Somehow he seems smaller. Shrunk. Not strong anymore. Like he might break too. “L-l-
luciana. Th-th-this is wr-wrong. . . .”“He needs to see it,” Mom hisses.“See what?” I ask.“I-I-I’m s-s-
sorry, R-r-rex,” Sam stutters. “I-I-I’m s-so so s-sorry.” He gets out, slams the door. He walks away.
Ten feet, twenty feet, thirty . . . He keeps walking until I can’t see him anymore.“Sit in the middle,
so you can see,” Mom instructs me. I do. I lean forward between the two gray seats.Mom opens
the photo album.There are pictures of a tiny baby girl. Her skin is tan and pink, a full head of
wispy black hair, as fine as spider webs. She’s wrapped in a pink blanket with white trim. Her
eyes are closed. Maybe she’s sleeping.“This is your sister—” Mom starts. Mom is smiling, but
her eyes are hollowed out. All this spit fills up in her mouth, coating her lips as she tries to talk,
and starts crying. “This is your sister. Her name is Marisa.”“Marisa,” I say. My sister. This warm
feeling fills me up. “Where is she?”“Right here!” Mom chokes, shaking the book. “Look! Look at
the pictures!”I do. But there are only six pictures. They all look the same. Marisa, wrapped in the
pink blanket, eyes closed. She doesn’t move. Or laugh. Or cry. Or drink from a bottle. She just
lies there. Again and again and again in six photos. Her tiny fingers curled up in a small fist
beside her little nose.Whatever Mom is feeling infects me—like a sickness—’cause now I feel
sick too.I want to cry and scream and throw up. I want to run. Get out of the car. Escape. Go after
Sam. He’ll tell me what’s happening. But I don’t see him. And even though I don’t like him, for
some reason, I’d rather be with him. Or with Kelly, back on the plane. Or back in Tennessee. I
wanna be anywhere else . . . anywhere but here . . . with my mom.“Why aren’t you looking at
her?!” Mom screams. Tears and spit and snot run down her cheeks, her chin. A moan comes out
of Mom, like a ghost.Even though I don’t want to know, I ask, “Mom, where is she?” Asking
makes me burst into tears.“Don’t you cry!” Mom snaps. “Don’t you dare cry! You weren’t here.
You didn’t have to go through what I did.”I don’t understand.She shrieks, “You weren’t here. You
left. You left me.”I reach for my mom, trying to hug her around the seat. She slaps at my hands,
pushes me away from her, from the photo album. She wraps her arms around it, around her
heart. She screams, “Don’t touch me!”She tugs at her own hair, kicks the dashboard, throws
herself against the door, slapping the window, howling.“Mommy?” I whisper, crying. I didn’t know.
“Please . . .”Curled up in the front seat, she thrashes wildly, turning, kicking, slapping, shrieking.
“NO! NO! NO!” she bellows over and over, moaning, “Noooooooo, no, no, no.”Something hits my
face, maybe a foot or a fist. I don’t know. I fall back, pressing myself into the backseat, trying to
hide, trying to disappear.My mom screeches and bucks and flails for a long time. Until she
stops.She takes a heavy breath that shakes in the middle. Then another.After a while, I reach
around the seat, slowly, carefully, not to scare her, to hug her. She doesn’t move. She’s still as
stone. Like she saw the snake-head woman in my Greek myth book.Mom doesn’t hug me back.
That’s OK. I wipe the snot from her nose, the spit on her chin. Her shirt is drenched with sweat. I



hold her for a long time. She doesn’t notice. ’Cause there’s some kinda invisible wall between us.
I can feel it now.She finally whispers. “Sam may have hit me, but you left.” Her eyes find mine in
the crooked rearview mirror when she adds, “Your sister is dead. And it’s your fault.”roadkillThe
world is gray. ’Cause of the fog, there’s a bit of wet and cold on everything. You can’t see more
than fifty feet out. Out past the cow pastures, there’s just more fog, more mist. I can’t see the
shadows, but I can feel them.Mom is driving me to the high school. My little brother, Ford, is
sleeping in the backseat. The radio is on, but I’m not listening. I’m looking outside.The sky is
gray. The clouds are gray. The slick asphalt of the highway is wet black, striped with wet yellow
and wet white lines. I watch the solid line outside my window turn away and return again and
again. Like it can’t help it. Like it has to stay. I don’t know why the line can’t just go off and go
somewhere else. Somewhere safe.The line is interrupted by a smear of blood, a pile of flesh.A
dead armadillo.Armadillos are these little creatures the size of a cat. I’m not sure if they’re lizards
or mammals or what, but they have this kinda shell. Though I guess armor doesn’t protect
anyone from an eighteen-wheeler. I always thought armadillos were ugly. Now I feel bad for ever
thinking that. My gut gets this ache, like I’m the one crushed on the side of the road.“What time
does the bus drop you off after school?” Mom asks.I shrug. I don’t say anything ’cause I don’t
know. I’m thinking about all the animals on the side of Texas highways. They’re alive one second,
then BAM! I wonder if the truckers even care. When they hit them, do they stop, or just keep
going? Do they say a prayer or anything? My eyes get all hot. I try to stop thinking about all the
dead animals.Mom’s fingers pinch an inch of my left arm, twisting.“Ow!” I squeal. “What the
hell?”She shouts, “I asked you a question!”“What?!”“What time does the bus drop you off?”“I
said I don’t know!”“You didn’t say anything!” Her voice is shrill. When I woke up, I could see it in
her eyes that she was in a mood. Her eyes darting around all quick, like she’s looking for
something to be mad at. Usually, it’s me.I say, “School’s out at three. So three thirty, I guess.”“You
guess?”“I don’t know, OK? It’s my first day of high school!” I don’t mean to, but I’m shouting.
When she raises her voice, I raise mine too. When she shouts, I shout back. When she screams,
I scream. Like it’s a contest. But she always wins.“I don’t see why a bus can’t take you to school
in the mornings too,” Mom hisses.“Because,” I say for the hundredth time, “I have a zero-hour
class. That means I have to come early, an hour before anyone else. They’re not going to have a
bus pick me up, drop me off, then go back and pick everyone else up.”“Why do you even have to
take an extra class?”“I don’t have to. I want to.” And I do want to. I like history. But more, I like
being outside my apartment. That way, I don’t have to be around Mom or Sam.Plus, my
counselor says a zero-hour class looks good on my high school transcript. You know, for college.
Even though I don’t know if I can go. ’Cause I can’t afford it.Next to me, Mom is muttering under
her breath. “Always have to be the little overachiever, thinking you’re so much better than me,
well, you’re not—”My mouth opens, ready to yell. Tell my mom to shut up, that she should be
supportive, like a real mom. That it’s not my fault she dropped out of college; that was her
choice.Then, as if I’m not alone, my sister is there. She’s maybe five or six. Beautiful, dark hair, a
glow about her. Gently, as if she weren’t a ghost in my mind, Marisa holds a finger up to her lips.



She says, Shhh.Mom hisses, “Little punk, like the world owes you something, well it doesn’t,
keep glaring at me like that, I’ll bust you right in the face—”Marisa shakes her head. Don’t take
the bait.So I don’t say anything. Instead, I bite the inside of my cheek. Biting down ’til the teeth
break skin and I taste metal. Blood.Marisa says, Say something kind.Through gritted teeth, I say,
“Thank you for taking me to school.”Mom huffs. Her eyes narrow, watching me like I’m a viper.
Like it’s some kind of trick. Finally she snaps, “I have to bring your brother out here to pre-K
anyways.”In the back, Ford is fast asleep in his car seat. He’s five, and seems so big now. Seems
like just yesterday I was changing his diapers and washing his paci. Sometimes I wanna strangle
him, but mostly I’m proud of him.A burning smell stings my nose ’cause Mom’s riding the clutch
so hard. I don’t even know how to drive, but I know better. I roll down my window. Let the morning
air inside. I like the cold on my face. I avoid my reflection in the side mirror.Mom snaps, “Roll up
the window, it’s freezing!”“It’s Texas in September. It’s never really freezing.”Her whole face
hardens into a glare. Like one of those presidents’ faces in the mountain, but real pissed-off.One
last powerful gust of wind blows around the car, pushing up Mom’s cut-off sweat shorts. Her right
thigh isn’t light olive like her left thigh. It’s muddied with vibrant colors: the deep purple of
eggplant, dark red like canned cranberry, sunflower yellow. All of it together looks like that
modern painter who does stuff on big canvases. Or like those big giant clouds swirling in outer
space as big as galaxies. Anywhere else, the colors would be pretty. Beautiful even.But it’s not.
’Cause it’s on my mom’s body.I’ve seen it a hundred times on her.And on me.It’s not paint. It’s not
the cosmos. They’re bruises. Evidence of another fight.Mom pushes her shorts down. I expect
fury. I expect her to be angry or mad. Instead, all her anger goes out the window, chasing the
wind. Her eyes get wet, and the tears well up, getting bigger and bigger, forming these like
spheres around her eyes. And I wait. Watching. Waiting for them to fall. But they don’t.I feel like
I’m always waiting for something.For my dad to send the child-support check so we can pay our
phone bill. For bad news like someone’s sick or dying or already dead. For jerks at school to
make fun of my shoes, with their holes in them, or my clothes from the secondhand store. For
store clerks to give me those looks like they don’t trust me ’cause of our neighborhood. For
police, who sometimes drive by, scanning for the guy in our complex who sells weed but instead
watch me, ’cause I’m at the playground, watching my brother on the swings. Or for our place to
get robbed, again, or for my stepdad to come home in a mood, ’cause he’s already been
drinking and he’s ready to rumble. For Mom to get in her dark mood, the one where she looks at
me like I’m out to get her, ’cause the whole world is always out to get her and she can’t trust
anyone, not even me.I hate waiting.But I’m always waiting.’Cause something bad is just around
the corner.Usually, it’s a fist.moving“Rex, run back inside and make sure we didn’t forget
anything,” Mom says.I say, “We didn’t.”“Just do it.” The edge of her voice is sharp as a knife.Mom
goes back to arguing with Sam about who’s gonna drive to our new place. If I were old enough to
drive, I’d take my brother and drive away. I’d never look back.Walking up to the old apartment, I
freeze on the last stair. I always do that. It’s like this step where I take a sec to catch my breath.
Before I go inside. Before I face Mom and Sam and whatever mood they’re in.The breezeway is



all gray peeling paint, spider webs, the smell of must and mold. The area feels tight,
claustrophobic. Like a dark cave leading to a darker place. I never liked it here.Stepping inside, I
realize it’s for the last time. Two years here. Now it’s empty, like a place from a dream, like I know
it, but I don’t. But I do know it. All of it. I can’t forget.In the living room, there’s a crater where you
can see the apartment’s insides, drywall and wood beams. Folks who came over always asked,
“Is that a rug on the wall?” They didn’t know it covered up a hole the size of my mom’s body, from
where she’d been thrown into the wall like an asteroid into the moon.The kitchen cabinets are
bare except an army of ants searching for leftovers. Pressed into the dining area carpet is a big
“X” from the table. Tiny bits of broken brown and emerald glass are tucked, hidden away in the
corners and carpet seams. When they catch the light just-so, they remind me of pirate jewels
instead of shards from broken beer bottles.The hall is empty, but it was always empty. Except for
four scratches on either side, from when Mom clawed to stop herself as Sam dragged her by
one leg into their bedroom, to continue a fight behind a closed door.We all shared one bathroom.
It’s empty now, except stray hairs and soap crud.Mom and Sam’s bedroom is empty, too, as
though no soul ever slept there.My bedroom shows no signs of furniture, because I didn’t have
any. My sleeping bag was in the corner. But I trace my fingers along the walls over hundreds of
tiny pockmarks, from where I tacked up sheets to make forts for me and Ford to hide in, as if
linens and fantasy could protect us.Two years we called this space home. Tomorrow, the
maintenance man will come to patch the holes and tighten the pipes. Cleaners will clean the
carpet, and a maid will scrub out the stains left behind on the linoleum floors. Painters will roll
over the wall with a wet coat of fresh white. Then next week, a new family will move in to make
new memories.I desperately hope that their memories of this place will be better than mine.new
place“Morrigan Place is going to be nicer than anywhere we’ve ever lived,” Mom says. Her face
wears a big smile like she won the lottery. “It has two pools, a playground for Ford, a fitness
center—”“You’ve never been to a gym in your life,” I say.Mom laughs. “Maybe I’ll start!” She
moves her arms like she’s on an elliptical. Ford does too.“The complex is only a few years old, so
everything is brand-spanking-new.”I’m trying not to get my hopes up.But when our borrowed
truck pulls up, my face presses to the window. The colors are a little weird, with crimson brick
and turquoise-painted wood. Mom is right though, everything looks new. It is nice. The grass
doesn’t have big brown patches and trash scattered around like the last few places. A tall fence
surrounds the whole complex, including the parking lot. You need a special code to get inside.I
ask, “Is it government-subsidized?”Mom rolls her eyes. “No. Sam and I are both working now. We
can pay the rent on our own, thank you very much.”“What’s the rent?”“N-n-none of y-your b-bees-
wax,” Sam stutters.I get real annoyed. Every month, it’s me who balances the checkbook to
make sure Mom doesn’t overdraft the account. When they decided to move, Mom and Sam
didn’t even talk to me. They make a little over a thousand dollars together, which seems like a lot.
But after bills, there’s nothing left. If the rent is more than six hundred a month, we’re gonna be in
trouble.“Here’s our place!” Mom says.“We’re next to the pool?” Ford asks.“Yup. Barely twenty
feet away,” Mom says.The building is clean. The second-floor patio looks over the pool, the



parking lot, and the lot across the street that’s all grass and a few cattle.“I bet the view up there is
nice,” I say. “I can do my homework in the sun.”“W-we’re not on the s-second floor,” Sam growls.I
look at Mom. “You told me it was on the second floor. That you would never live on the first floor,
because you can always hear the upstairs neighbors.”Mom avoids eye contact with me. “They
wanted a hundred more for upstairs. Stupid, right? Downstairs is the same size though. Two
bedroom, one bath.”Sam shoves a box into my arms. “M-make y-yourself useful.”Inside, Mom
points out my room. It’s the darkest in the apartment. It faces the patio, which sucks, ’cause
there’s a big cross-hatched fence blocking any view. It makes the room feel like a cage. I open
the window to let in fresh air. This is my new room. My new life. I need to get used to it.“Ándale,
w-wetback,” Sam says. “L-let’s g-go!”“Don’t call me a wetback,” I say.“OK, b-beaner.” Sam
laughs.Ford laughs too. For some reason that makes me more mad. Not at my little brother. At
Sam. If he hates Mexicans so much, why is he with my mom?And why is she with him?But that’s
the question I’m always asking.Every. Single. Day.It takes less than an hour to bring in our stuff.
We don’t have a lot. Couch, TV console, velvet recliner, and Mom’s bed: that’s all the furniture.
Then the TV, the toaster, a few boxes of kitchen stuff, Ford’s toys, and some other junk. All my
books fit in two shoeboxes. The rest is just clothes in garbage bags. My folks’ work uniforms are
on wire hangers pushing through a trash bag. When Sam tosses it to me, my arms get clawed. I
scream and drop it.The bag looks like a porcupine, little hooks stabbing out of the thin black
plastic like quills. My forearms are all cut up and bleeding, like a cat got me.“D-don’t b-be such a
b-baby,” Sam says.“Yeah,” Ford says, “baby.”We stick our tongues out at each other.Ford blocks
the doorway to our bedroom, shouting, “This is my room! All mine!”“Not even,” I say. “We have to
share.”“Nuh-uh!” Ford shouts. He kicks me in the shin.Sam laughs. “T-t-tell ’em who’s b-b-boss,
Ford.”I shove past Ford into our room. I unroll the sleeping bag, unzip it so it lies open, to see
how much space we have left. This room is smaller than our last, but has a ceiling fan. I put
Ford’s pillow and blanket on his side (closer to the door), then my pillow and blanket on my side
(by the window). Ford’s toys go in one corner, my books in the other. After laying down some
trash bags on the closet floor, I refold our shirts and shorts and socks, one at a time, then place
them inside. A lot of my friends have messy rooms. They toss their stuff around wherever. Maybe
’cause they have so much stuff.“Let’s go to La Casa for dinner,” Mom says, “to celebrate our
fresh start.”“Fresh tart?” Ford asks.“Fresh start,” Mom says. “We have a new home. A clean slate.
We get to start over. Everything in the past is in the past.”“G-g-great idea.” Sam leans over and
takes Mom’s hand. They kiss.
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David Gardner, “Important for All Ages to Read. The Author’s Note at the beginning of this book
immediately struck a chord with me and perfectly set the tone for the entire story. Rex went
through terrible, disturbing, traumatic events throughout his childhood and teens, but he
survived. Barely, at times, but he still survived. Survival doesn’t diminish the awfulness and the
violence, but it is possible and that is important to know, especially when you are young, and
there are moments of happiness and laughter mixed in.The most important part of this story, to
me, is when Rex describes a moment when he is alone on a quiet night and he has a panic
attack…he is afraid and has no idea what what is happening to him. He feels like he wants to
die, but he finds a way (in his case, through the memory of his baby sister) to list the good things
he has, to distract and calm his mind and his breathing . It may have been a short list, but it did
the trick. Changing his brain’s focus, like a mantra he could run through when he needed to be
reminded of even the tiniest happy moment, a sliver of hope, even just a moment with friends, a
bird or a song…anything to distract him from the self hate or the physical and emotional pain. I
think that’s a lesson we can all take and use in our lives, regardless of our struggles. Find a way
to talk yourself down from the ledge. It’s worth it and it can get better, it more than likely will get
better, eventually.The humor in the story takes the edge off and it really is a full story that
deserves a read. I think it’s important for everyone, young and old, to know the stories of those
that made it through. I’m 43 and I needed to be reminded. I love this story and even though it was
hard to read, at times, the lessons are worth it. We are all stronger than we think. We are all
worth it. Love you, Rex! ”

Jennifer Das, “Heart achingly real. The trigger warning is real. If you’ve lived through something
similar, Rex’s story will bring it back. But, I say this with admiration for the bravery it took to put all
the painful words on paper and share them with the world. This is a wonderful work of art that
needs to be read and shared. Worth every word.”

DanielleD, “Great book for middle schoolers'. My middle school son is a reluctant reader, but this
book (and the previous one, Free Lunch) had him glued to the book! We can't wait for more from
this author!”

readin_robin, “Difficult to read, but important. Thanks to W. W. Norton & Company, Norton Young
Readers, and NetGalley for an advanced copy of Punching Bag.About 2 years ago, a former co-
worker recommended Free Lunch to me. Although I never got around to reading it, I recognized
Rex Ogle's name when Punching Bag appeared on NetGalley and I requested it. I read that it's
sort of a sequel to Free Lunch so I was finally spurred on to read Free Lunch.Both of these
books are heartbreakingly true accounts of Ogle's childhood living in poverty and suffering
verbal and physical abuse by both his mother and step-father. As difficult as they were to read, I
am so glad they are available both for the kids who need to see they are not alone in these



situations as well as for the kids who need to see that not everyone has things so easy. I wish the
endnotes would have told what happened to Rex's younger brother, Ford, but thanks to Google,
I found my answer! Both of these books were 5-star reads for me. Free Lunch is suitable for
upper elementary, but I would recommend Punching Bag for high school-age readers.”

Lee, “Mesmerizing and hopeful book. What a mesmerizing, heart wrenching, sad but hopeful
book this was about domestic violence based on the author’s life. Rex has a very angry mom
and step dad who are always mad at him, it seems, all the time. His stepdad ridicules Tex for
being Mexican which makes Rex wonder why is he with his mom. His mom blames Rex, who
was away, for his baby sister dying before she was born. Rex carries this guilt for a long time but
thinks about her a lot, and it gives him hope at times when he needs it. As his mom constantly
berates and beats Rex over nothing, he realizes this cycle of pain is a bond between he and his
mom. At the end, Rex does survive it all with hope and tells us life can be dark but it will get
better,”

b mcb, “Emotionally wrecked. Trigger warning: domestic violence and abuseSo many types of
abuse. Verbal: Rex’s mother shows him photos of his stillborn sister after Rex comes home
from a three-month visit. She tells him “Your fault.”Physical abuse: even though the world is
gray, his mother’s thigh has vibrant colors—-deep purple eggplant, dark red cranberry, yellow
sunflower. Bruises, evidence of another fight.Social abuse. Embarrassing. Screaming and
fights at a family reunion and at a neighborhood barbecue.Emotionally wrecked. That’s Rex.
Something bad is always around the corner. His stomach is always heavy with nausea. He
cannot believe he’s a good person, because if he were good, God wouldn’t let him live this
way.Rex is often comforted by his dead sister Marisa, who silently calms him during moments of
stress.”

Ebook Library Reader, “A heartfelt story of resillience. I read Rex Ogle's previous book Free
Lunch last year. Punching Bag continues the chronicles of Rex's childhood and teenage years.
Neither is an easy read. The author details the many traumas in his life-poverty, the domestic
abuse of the adults in his life, child abuse, alcoholism and mental illness. You would think why
would you want to read of all that dysfunction. You get to watch Rex grow into a young man who
learns how to take control of his life and find happiness even with all the pain.”

The book by Rex Ogle has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 45 people have provided feedback.
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