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  The Noise That Broke the World

  
  




The world had always been too loud for Eli. Not just noisy—loud. Noise was things like a TV in the background or someone tapping a pen, which could be tuned out, mostly. But loudness was something else. It was inside his chest, inside his bones. It was the hum of fluorescent lights that nobody else seemed to hear. The way a school bell shattered his thoughts into a thousand pieces. The way the air conditioner clicked on with a metallic pop just as he started to feel calm.  

Eli felt everything too much. The seams on his shirt scratched like thorns. The smell of Sharpie markers could make his eyes water. He saw patterns in the carpet, counted tiles without trying, and memorized the number of ceiling vents in every room he entered because he couldn’t not see them.  

The adults called it “autism.” His sister, Nia, called it his superpower.  

“Everyone’s brain is different,” she told him once, tapping his forehead with her pinky. “Yours is just tuned to a different station. But that doesn’t mean you haven’t got music.”  

He liked that. It made sense, in a way words usually didn’t.  

Eli was seventeen. He didn’t talk—not in the way most people meant. Sometimes he wrote things down. Sometimes he typed on his tablet or pointed to symbols on his communication board. But most of the time, his body spoke for him—his hands rocking, fingers flapping, and the way he paced or ducked into a corner when the world got too big.  

People didn’t always understand that kind of language. But Nia did.  

Nia understood everything.  

She was twenty-four and practically raised him since their mom passed three years ago. On days when the world was kind, she braided his hair and sang 90s R&B while he bounced on the couch cushions. On the hard days, she knew exactly how to wrap his weighted blanket around his shoulders and whisper, “You’re safe, baby boy. You’re safe.”  

That Friday was supposed to be a “good” day. She even made him French toast for breakfast—cut into squares, no syrup, just how he liked it. His tablet was charged, his vest was snug, and she’d promised him a stop at the corner bakery on the way home if he did okay at the library.  

But one thing went wrong. One small, stupid thing.  

He forgot his noise-canceling headphones.  

The moment Nia dropped him off at the library and drove away, Eli felt it. A scratch behind his ribs. A ripple across his scalp. The traffic sounded closer. The kids playing in the lot next door were shouting too loud. Even the automatic door sounded like it slammed.  

He reached for his bag.  

Empty.  

His fingers curled.  

Inside the library, the carpet helped. It absorbed the worst of the footsteps. He knew the layout: New Fiction to the left, YA near the back, and the Quiet Room on the far side with the blue beanbags. If he could just make it to that room, he’d be okay.  

But something was different.  

Miss Kathy, the librarian who always let him sit by the window and turn pages in peace, wasn’t there. Instead, a tall man with a badge on his chest stood by the checkout desk. A security guard. New.  

He didn’t smile when Eli walked in.   

Eli kept his eyes on the floor. He tried not to bounce. Tried not to stim too much, the way Nia always said, “Just enough, baby—-not too much so they don’t get scared”. He tapped his wrist three times—-a grounding technique Nia taught him—-then headed for the Quiet Room.  

The door was closed.  

His breath hitched.  

He tapped again, harder this time. Three firm knocks on the door.  

Nothing.  

He turned to the security guard, hoping—praying—that he’d understand. He pointed to the door. Tapped his wrist. Pointed again. He even held up a laminated card from his lanyard that read:  

Hi! I’m autistic and nonverbal. I may need help or a quiet space. Please be patient. I’m not trying to cause trouble.  

The man squinted at the card like it was written in some other language besides English.  

“You can’t go back there,” he said, frowning.  

Eli pointed again. His heart thudded.  

“I said no,” the man repeated. “Step away from the door.”  

His voice was sharp—too sharp. Like a slap made out of sound. Eli flinched, backing up two steps. His fingers flapped without permission. His legs wobbled. He turned in a circle, trying to reset his brain, but the buzzing in his ears was too loud now.  

Someone dropped a book across the room.  

SLAM.  

He screamed.  

Not a scream of fear. Not even a scream of anger. It was just too much. The bright lights. The refusal. The misunderstanding. The closed door. It all swelled inside him like a storm with nowhere to go.  

His arms flailed. He hit a shelf by accident—hard. A few books tumbled to the floor.  

The guard reacted fast.  

“Hey!” the man shouted. “That’s enough!”.  

Eli’s hands went to his ears. He crouched, pressing himself to the carpet. He rocked hard. His throat made sounds without asking. He didn’t know what they meant. His body wasn’t his anymore. He felt hot tears but couldn’t wipe them.  

The guard approached.  

“Get up,” he barked.  

Eli didn’t. Couldn’t.  

So the guard grabbed him.  

That was when everything broke.  

Eli’s brain split in half—his thinking brain and his survival brain. One still wanted to explain, to use his laminated card, to say, “I’m not a threat; I just need help.” The other screamed, Run!.  

But he didn’t run.  

He just jerked away from the man’s grip and spun, a wild stimming motion, arms flying out in a panicked flail. He knocked over a laptop that was sitting on the reference counter. It crashed.  

Someone gasped.  

“He’s attacking!” a woman shouted.  

That was all it took.  

Three minutes later, sirens screamed outside.  

The library blurred into chaos. Eli crouched in the middle of the children’s section, trembling. His vest felt like it was strangling him. His hands clutched his face. His chest convulsed.  

He didn’t understand what was happening—why everyone looked so scared. Why were people pointing at him?  

All he’d wanted was the quiet room.  

The officers entered with their voices too loud and their radios too sharp. One grabbed his arm and twisted. Another shouted commands—“Stand up! Hands out! Do you have weapons?”  

Eli screamed again. It sounded like an animal.  

They pinned him. Slammed him onto the floor.  

Cuffed him.  

He bit his lip so hard it bled.  

In his head, one word played over and over like a song stuck on loop:

Nia.

Nia.

Nia.  

Meanwhile, across town, Nia was restocking art supplies at the community center when her phone buzzed.  

She almost didn’t check it.  

But when she saw the name—City Police Detention Center—she dropped the box of crayons in her hand.  

“This is Nia Wallace,” she answered breathlessly.  

“Your brother, Eli Wallace, is in custody. We need you to come down to Central Precinct as soon as possible.”  

“What the hell do you mean, ‘in custody’?” she shouted. “He can’t even talk to y’all!”  

She didn’t wait for an answer. She was already running.  

Back at the precinct, Eli sat in a room with no windows.  

His fingers bled from scratching his own arms.  

His tablet was gone.  

His vest had been removed “for safety.”  

They thought he was ignoring them. That he was “playing games.” One officer muttered something about “fake disabilities.” Another laughed and said, “If he’s smart enough to throw a laptop, he’s smart enough to talk.”  

Eli’s heart thudded like thunder against his ribcage.  

He wanted to speak.  

But all he could do was scream again. 
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  Handcuffs and Questions

  
  




Eli sat curled in the corner of the holding room, knees pulled to his chest, arms crossed tight like he was trying to fold himself out of existence.

The lights buzzed. The air conditioner clicked and moaned.

There were no windows. No clock. No tablet. No, Nia.

Time had stopped.

The metal cuffs still chafed at his wrists—loosened now, but not removed. One of the officers had asked if he wanted water. Eli hadn’t responded. He couldn’t. His body had entered shutdown mode. Muscles locked. Vision blurry. Sounds thinned out to a dull ringing.

No words made it through. Not theirs. Not his.

He kept his eyes fixed on the floor, where the tiles formed a jagged line of tiny cracks. He counted them. Recounted them. Focused on the patterns like a lifeline.

One, two, three, four.

One, two, three—noise.

Noise again. Loud this time.

The door opened.

He flinched.

But it wasn’t Nia.







Across the precinct, Nia’s footsteps echoed through the halls like a storm made of bones and fury. Her fists were clenched, her breath sharp.

“I want to see my brother,” she said as she slammed her ID onto the front desk.

The officer behind the Plexiglas barely looked up.

“Ma’am, you’ll need to—”

“No. Don’t ‘ma’am’ me. His name is Elijah Wallace. Seventeen. Autistic. Nonverbal. And if y’all don’t bring him out here right now, I swear to God I’ll have the whole NAACP and the evening news parked on your lawn before midnight.”

The officer blinked. Hesitated.

Another one came over. This one is older, with silver hair and a nervous jaw.

“Miss Wallace,” he said carefully, “your brother was brought in for questioning related to an incident at the public library. There was property damage and reports of—”

“He didn’t do anything,” she cut in. “You got that? He can’t even explain himself to you people. He has communication cards. A tablet. If you take those away, you might as well gag him.”

“He was uncooperative—”

“He was terrified.”

Nia’s voice cracked.

“I told y’all over and over, he doesn’t respond like other kids. He needs a support system. He needs space. And y’all treated him like a threat.”

“According to reports, he knocked over a laptop and—”

“He was having a meltdown!” she shouted. “Have you ever seen one before? Have you ever bothered to get training on what that looks like?”

Silence.

The officer cleared his throat. “He’s in a separate room now. Calm but… nonverbal. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“No. I’m not answering a damn thing until you let me see my damn brother.”







The door creaked open.

Eli didn’t look up right away. The ringing in his ears was louder now.

Then—

A breath.

A scent.

Lavender oil and SheaMoisture shampoo. A sound like a sob choked in the throat.

He looked.

Nia.

She crossed the room in three steps, dropped to her knees in front of him, and cradled his face in her hands.

“Baby boy,” she whispered. “I’m here. I’m here.”

Eli didn’t cry. His face didn’t change.

But he leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers, rocking ever so slightly.

They stayed like that for a long time.

No words. Just breathing.

Then, softly, Nia pulled out a familiar object from her bag—a laminated card with pictures on it.

“I’m scared.”

“I want to go home.”

“Too loud.”

“I need my sister.”

Eli’s eyes flicked to the last one. Slowly, he tapped the card with one trembling finger.

“I know, baby. I came as fast as I could.”







Back in the hallway, Nia turned on the officers like a thunderclap.

“You restrained a nonverbal child,” she said, her voice low and steady now—the kind of calm that made grown men nervous.

“You never read his file, never called a guardian, and never even looked for medical alerts or disability indicators. You threw him in a room like an animal and waited for him to break.”

The silver-haired officer shifted.

“There was no indication on scene—”

“He was wearing a vest, dumbass! He had a lanyard that said “nonverbal autism,” laminated cards, and a safety plan in his damn backpack. You all just didn’t see him. You saw a Black boy flapping his arms and thought, “problem.”

One of the younger officers cleared his throat. “There was a laptop damaged, ma’am. It wasn’t his. Witnesses—”

“Witnesses? You mean the people who don’t know what a sensory meltdown is? You’re going to charge my brother with a crime because you don’t understand his neurology?”

No one answered.

Nia didn’t wait.

“I want a lawyer. I want a disability advocate. And I want every second of your body cam footage.”







That night, after hours of calls, threats, and paperwork, Nia finally got Eli released.

The ride home was quiet, save for the hum of the old Honda and the soft beeps from Eli’s tablet.

He sat curled in the passenger seat, head resting on the window, watching the streetlights blur by like yellow ghosts.

Nia’s hands trembled on the steering wheel.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

Eli didn’t respond.

But after a few seconds, he reached out and placed one hand on her wrist.

It was the only thing he could say.

It was enough.

It was enough.

They pulled up to the familiar clapboard house. The porch light was on, a welcoming, soft yellow against the bruised blue of the late night. For the first time since the library, a small, internal flutter of relief smoothed out the tension in Eli’s shoulders. Home. A place where the seams on his clothes didn’t scratch, and the quiet was real quiet.

Nia turned off the ignition, but neither of them moved. The engine clicked as it cooled.

“We need to talk,” Nia said, her voice a tired rasp. “But not tonight. Tonight, we just exist.”

Eli nodded stiffly, his head still fuzzy. He opened his door, and the air was cold—a sharp, clean contrast to the stale, hot air of the holding room. He walked up the steps, counting them. One, two, three, four, five. Five steps. Safe.

Inside, the house smelled like the French toast from that morning, now mixed with the faint, comforting odor of dust and old books. Nia went straight for the linen closet, pulling out his weighted blanket—the one with the soft, faded Moomin characters on it—and draped it over his shoulders. The weight was instant therapy, a grounding pressure that felt like the world saying, Stay here. You are solid.

She led him to the kitchen, where she poured him a glass of milk (cold, whole, just how he liked it) and took out a handful of pretzels, placing them in a small, organized stack. Eli watched her movements. Measured. Loving. She was his anchor.

Eli picked up a pretzel, but couldn’t bring himself to chew. He held it, turning it over in his fingers. He wanted to use his tablet to tell her about the sounds—the way the officer’s belt buckle had scraped the metal chair, the scream of the siren that had punched its way through his skull. But the words were still locked behind a thick wall of fear.

He looked at Nia. She was leaning against the counter, her face pale. She hadn’t changed out of the work clothes she’d rushed out in.

Eli dropped the pretzel and pointed to the kitchen sink, then to his own face. It was his nonverbal shorthand for, I need a minute to wash the day off.

Nia understood instantly. “Go, baby. I’ll be here.”

The bathroom was the quietest room in the house. He turned on the faucet, letting the cool water run over his hands, over his wrists where the cuffs had been. He looked in the mirror. His eyes were wide and red-rimmed. His cheek had a faint red mark where he’d been pressed against the floor. He hadn’t seen himself since the library. The person in the glass looked shattered, held together only by Nia’s love.

He finally tapped out a sentence on his tablet—the first words he’d typed since being arrested:

“The noise broke me.”

When he emerged, Nia was sitting at the kitchen table, a laptop open, scrolling through legal information. When she saw the screen, her eyes welled up.

She gently took the tablet and held it tight. “I know, Eli. I know. But listen to me. They can’t break you. They just tried to, and they failed. We will fix this. We will be louder than their noise.”

She made him swallow an electrolyte drink, tucked him into his bed with his blanket, and sat on the edge until his eyes finally drifted shut, his hand clutching her t-shirt.

Eli dreamed of flashing blue lights and the sound of a book dropping—a loud, concussive SLAM that never stopped echoing.

The next morning, the exhaustion was still heavy, but the terror had dulled to a weary ache. Nia was already dressed in her “armor”—a crisp white shirt and a serious expression.

She sat on his bed and handed him a banana, cut into perfect, manageable discs.

“Today is a fight day, sweetie,” she said softly. “The system likes to move fast, hoping we won’t catch up. But we’re going to catch up.”

She knelt down and met his eyes, her own fierce, determined brown.

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Eli. You got scared, and they didn’t know how to handle someone like you. Now, I have to handle them.”

She pointed to her tablet, which was open to an email thread. “I found a public defender. Her name is Ms. Alston. She specializes in disability rights, and she’s already demanding the police reports. We’re going to meet her this afternoon.”

Eli stared at the screen, then pointed to the word ‘defender’. A word that meant protection.

Nia smiled, a quick, grim flash of hope. “Yes. She’s going to defend you. And I’m going to be right there with you, every second. We are a team. Always.”

She stood up and put her hand out. Eli took it. The fight was far from over, but for the first time since he walked into the library, Eli felt the familiar, unshakeable strength of having Nia by his side.

The journey to the law office had already begun.
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