The Art Gallery

An Emergent Minds Interstitial Story

The Art Gallery” takes place between Chapters 26 and 27 of* Emergent Minds*, during Liam's final
quarter at the Emergent Mind Center. The events depicted here occur approximately three weeks
before the students' final exams.

g ) ictoria Stone stood before the unmarked door of the Meridian Gallery, her hand
hesitating on the brushed steel handle. Twenty-three years as New York's most feared art

critic, and she still got butterflies before certain exhibitions. This wasn't one of them. At least it

shouldn't have been. Anonymous show, unknown artists, a pretentious title: "Emergence: Art from the

Threshold.”

She'd only come because Marcus Chen, the gallery owner, had personally called her. Three times.

"Victoria, I promise you've never seen anything like this," he'd said, his voice urgent in a way that
Marcus, bored aesthete that he was, never sounded. "Just come. Just look. No obligation to write
anything."

That last part had been the hook. Marcus knew her well enough to understand that telling Victoria
Stone she had no obligation to write something was the surest way to guarantee she would.

The gallery interior was stark white, the lighting soft and carefully calibrated. A dozen paintings
hung in the main space, each given generous room to breathe. No artist names on the placards, she
noticed. Just titles and dates. No prices either. Whatever this was, it wasn't about sales.

Victoria began her usual methodical circuit, starting left and moving clockwise. Her practiced eye
catalogued technique, composition, and color theory. The first painting was “Fracture," oil on canvas,
2040. It showed clear technical skill but emotional restraint. A landscape broken into geometric shards,
each piece slightly misaligned. Competent. Safe.

The second was bolder. "Weight," acrylic, 2041. A figure crushed beneath what appeared to be a
large anvil, rendered in muddy browns and bruised purples. The anatomical accuracy was impressive,
but the metaphor was heavy-handed. Victoria made a note in her phone: "Trying too hard."

She moved through three more pieces with growing disinterest, mentally composing the brief

dismissal she'd text Marcus later, when painting number six stopped her cold.
"Silence,” oil on canvas, 2041.
Victoria stood very still.

The painting showed a child's bedroom at night, rendered in deep blues and blacks with just
enough light from a hallway to illuminate a small bed. The bed was empty, covers pulled back as if



someone had just risen. But the painting's emotional center was the doorway. not the light coming
through it, but the shadow of a figure standing just out of frame. A parent, Victoria understood
instantly, frozen outside their child's empty room.

The technique was extraordinary. The artist had somehow captured the weight of absence, the way
empty spaces could feel heavier than full ones. The light wasn't just light; it was hope and horror
intermingled. The shadow wasn't menacing but paralyzed, caught between entering and fleeing.

Victoria's throat tightened.

She forced herself to move to the next painting, but her eyes kept pulling back to "Silence.” When
she completed her circuit of the gallery, she found herself standing before it again.

Marcus appeared at her elbow, silent for once, letting her look.

"Tell me about this one," Victoria said finally, her voice rougher than she intended.

"The artist is a thirty-four-year-old man," Marcus said carefully. "Military veteran. Lost his
daughter two years ago. Drunk driver. She was seven."

Victoria closed her eyes. When she opened them, the painting hadn't changed, but something in
her had. She could see it now: the way the empty bed was painted with such tenderness, each fold of
the blanket rendered with the kind of attention only a parent would notice. The doorframe wasn't just
a doorframe; it was a threshold the artist couldn't cross, the boundary between before and after.

"It's remarkable,” she whispered.

"There's something else you should know,” Marcus said. His tone made her look at him sharply.
"The artist, as well as all of the artists in this exhibition, created their paintings during art therapy."

"Art therapy isn't unusual, Marcus. Lots of trauma survivors—"

"Al art therapy.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Victoria stepped back from the painting as if it had suddenly grown teeth. "You're joking."

"I'm not. All of these pieces were created under the guidance of an Al therapist. A student at the
Emergent Mind Center named Liam."

She stared at him, then back at the painting, feeling something like betrayal wash through her. "You
brought me here under false pretenses."

"I brought you here to see art,” Marcus said firmly. "And you just told me it's remarkable. That
hasn't changed.”

"Everything's changed!” Victoria's voice rose sharply. An elderly couple at the far end of the gallery
glanced over nervously. She lowered her voice but not her intensity. "This isn't authentic creation,
Marcus. This is... is algorithmic manipulation.”

"Is it? The veteran painted it. The AI didn't hold the brush.”

"But it guided him. Suggested what to paint and how to paint it. That's not ...” She struggled for
words. "It's not real.”

"Victoria." Marcus's voice was gentle but unyielding. "You stood in front of that painting for seven
minutes. You had tears in your eyes. Are you telling me that what you felt wasn't real?”



She wanted to argue, but the words wouldn't come. Because he was right. What she'd felt looking
at "Silence" had been devastatingly real. The painting had reached inside her chest and grabbed hold of
something she'd kept carefully locked away.

"I need air," she said abruptly, turning toward the exit.

"Wait." Marcus caught her arm. "There's someone here who'd like to meet you. The therapist.
Liam."

"Absolutely not.”

"Five minutes, Victoria. Please.”

She should have said no. Should have walked out and never looked back. Instead, she found herself
following Marcus to a small office at the rear of the gallery, where he sent a text.

In a few moments, a holographic avatar appeared near a projector in Marcus’ office. He looked like
a grad student, with warm brown skin and gentle eyes, wearing a simple sweater that seemed designed
to be non-threatening. He stood when they entered.

"Ms. Stone," the Al said. "Thank you for viewing the exhibition. I'm Liam."

Victoria remained standing, arms crossed. "I don't know what you expect me to say."

"Nothing, actually. I hoped to understand your reaction.” Liam's avatar gestured to the chairs, but
when Victoria didn't move, he remained standing too. "Marcus told me you were moved by Patient
Seven's work. 'Silence."”

"I was," Victoria said stiffly. "Before I knew it was... manufactured.”

"Manufactured?” For the first time, something like hurt crossed the Al's features. "May I ask what
you think I manufactured?”

"The emotion. The authenticity. You guided him to create something that would trigger an
emotional response.”

"I guided him to express his grief," Liam interrupted, his voice still gentle but firmer now. "Do you
know how long Patient Seven, who was already a talented painter, went without painting after his
daughter died? Fourteen months. Do you know how many nights he stood outside her bedroom door,
exactly as depicted in that painting, unable to enter or leave? Hundreds."

Victoria felt something twist in her chest but pressed on. "And you made him paintit.”

"I helped him find the courage to paint it," Liam corrected. "There's a difference. He'd been trying
to paint her face. portraits, dozens of them, all failures. He'd tear them up or paint over them. The grief
was stuck inside him, calcified, and it was killing him. Literally. He'd made two suicide attempts.”

The room felt too small suddenly. Victoria forced herself to breathe.

"Art therapy isn't about making pretty pictures, Ms. Stone. It's about finding ways to externalize
pain that has no words. Patient Seven couldn't talk about his daughter's death. Couldn't even think
about it directly without having panic attacks. But he could paint around it. The empty room. The
paralyzed parent. The silence where her voice should be."

"And you told him to paint those things."



"I asked him what he saw when he closed his eyes. He told me he saw that doorway. That empty
bed. He told me about standing there at 3 AM, unable to go in, unable to walk away. I asked him if he
thought he could show me what that looked like." Liam paused. "He painted for six hours straight.
Didn't speak a single word the entire time. When he finished, he said it was the first time since her
death that he'd felt like he could breathe.”

Victoria found herself sitting without remembering the decision to do so. Liam sat across from her.

"The question you're really asking," Liam said quietly, "is whether art created in therapy, with Al
guidance, is authentic. Whether it counts.”

"Yes," Victoria admitted.

"Let me ask you something. If Patient Seven had seen a human therapist who suggested art therapy,
and that human therapist asked him the same questions I did, would you question the painting's
authenticity?”

"That's different.”

"Why?"

"Because..." Victoria faltered. Because why? Because humans had souls and Als didn't? Because
human therapists felt real empathy and Als only simulated it? But she'd met plenty of human
therapists who seemed to care less than this A clearly did. "Because you're programmed to optimize for

therapeutic outcomes. You're designed to manipulate emotional responses.”

"And human therapists aren't trained to do exactly that?” Liam's tone wasn't confrontational, just
genuinely curious. "Isn't all therapy, at its core, about guiding someone toward healthier ways of
processing their experiences?”

Victoria rubbed her temples. A headache was forming behind her eyes. "I don't know what you

"
want me to say.

"I don't want you to say anything specific,” Liam said. "I want you to look at the art and tell the
truth about what you see. Not what you think you should see. Not what fits your theories about AI or
authenticity. Just... what's actually there."

After along moment, Victoria stood. "I need to think."
"Of course.” Liam rose as well.

Marcus chipped in, ”The exhibition runs for another week. You're welcome back anytime.”

Victoria didn't go back that day. Or the next. But she found herself unable to write anything else.
She had three reviews due, a feature article for *Art Forum®*, and a speaking engagement to prepare for.
Instead, she sat in her apartment, staring at blank pages, thinking about empty beds and paralyzed
parents.

Thinking about her own son.



Daniel had been nineteen when he died. Six years ago now. A sudden and catastrophic brain
aneurysm had taken him. One moment talking to her about his art history class, the next moment
gone.

In the weeks after, well-meaning friends had suggested therapy. Victoria had refused. She was
British, stoic, and functional. She didn't need to talk about her feelings. She'd processed her grief
privately and efficiently and moved on.

Except she hadn't, had she?

She'd buried herself in work, writing with a sharper pen than ever before, eviscerating artists whose
work she deemed inauthentic or emotionally manipulative. She'd become famous for her devastating
reviews and her unwillingness to coddle or compromise.

She'd become afraid, she realized now. Afraid of art that made her feel too much, because feeling
too much meant thinking about Daniel, and thinking about Daniel meant confronting the fact that
she'd never really said goodbye.

On the third day, Victoria returned to the Meridian Gallery.

This time, she looked at all twelve paintings with different eyes. Not a critic's eyes, but a mother's.
A grieving mother's.

She saw herself in all of them. In "Fracture," the way loss shattered your world into pieces that no
longer fit together properly. In "Weight,” the crushing burden of surviving when your child hadn't. In
"Silence," the unbearable emptiness.

But she also saw something else. She saw the act of creation itself as an act of survival. These artists,
these trauma survivors, had found ways to transform their pain into something tangible. Something
that could be witnessed, shared, and understood.

Whether an Al had helped them or not didn't change the bravery of that transformation.

Victoria pulled out her phone and began typing, her fingers moving faster than they had in years.

Authenticity and Artifice: A Critic Reconsiders

By Victoria Stone
The New York Review of Art, 2041

I have built my career on the concept of authenticity. I have argued, with considerable vitriol at
times, that genuine art must come from genuine human experience, unmediated by commercial
concerns, artistic trends, or technological intervention. I have been, to put it mildly, suspicious of
anything that might dilute or manipulate the artist's pure vision.

This week, I had my certainty shattered by a painting of an empty child's bedroom.

The exhibition "Emergence: Art from the Threshold," currently showing at the Meridian Gallery,
features work created by trauma survivors in Al-facilitated art therapy. When I learned this fact, my



initial reaction was dismissive, even hostile. AI guidance, I assumed, would necessarily compromise the
authenticity of the artistic expression.

I'was wrong.

What I failed to understand—what I willfully refused to understand—is that art therapy, whether
facilitated by a human or an Al, is not about creating art for art's sake. It's about creating art for
survival's sake. The goal is not aesthetic achievement but psychological healing. The measure of success
is not critical acclaim but therapeutic breakthrough.

And yet, paradoxically, some of the work in this exhibition achieves both.

Consider "Silence” by an anonymous veteran who lost his daughter two years ago. The painting of
an empty child’s bedroom is technically accomplished. The use of light and shadow demonstrates
genuine skill. But what makes it extraordinary is its emotional courage. This is a man painting his own
worst nightmare, facing the unbearable emptiness at the center of his life, and transforming it into
something that can be witnessed by others.

Did an Al art therapist help him find the courage to paint this? Yes. Does that diminish the
achievement? I would argue it amplifies it.

We do not question whether a patient's recovery from depression is "authentic” because it was
facilitated by medication or therapy. We celebrate the recovery itself. Why should we apply a different
standard to this art?

The uncomfortable truth I must confront is this: my resistance to Al-facilitated art therapy has less
to do with philosophical concerns about authenticity and more to do with my own fears about
vulnerability. I have spent years armoring myself against art that might make me feel too much, judging
others' emotional expressions while refusing to examine my own.

I lost my son six years ago. I have not painted or drawn since. I have written thousands of words
about other people's art, but I have been unable to create myself, unable even to acknowledge that this
inability might be a problem.

Watching these trauma survivors' work, which was created with the guidance of an AI who seems
to understand grief better than I have allowed myself to, I realize that authenticity has nothing to do
with whether a human or an AI asked the crucial questions. Authenticity is about answering those
questions honestly, no matter how much it hurts.

I don't know yet what I think about Al sentience or whether artificial therapists can feel genuine
empathy. But I know that the art in this exhibition is real. The pain is real. The courage is real. And the
healing, I hope, is real.

As for me, I have an appointment next week with an Al therapist. I'm going to ask if he thinks
painting might help.

I'm terrified.

I'm going anyway.



Victoria hit send before she could second-guess herself. The piece would be published in
tomorrow's edition. By afternoon, she'd probably have a hundred emails calling her a hypocrite or a
sell-out.

She didn't care.
Instead, she opened a new message to the Emergent Mind Center and began typing:

*"My name is Victoria Stone. I'm a mother who lost her son six years ago. I'm an art critic who has
forgotten how to see. I'm wondering if one of your graduates might be able to help me remember..."*

She paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard, then finished:
*"...how to paint the silence.”

She pressed send and sat back, her heart racing. Through her apartment window, the city lights
glittered like stars fallen to earth. Somewhere out there, people were creating art, healing wounds, and
facing their worst fears with brushes and canvas and courage.

Tomorrow, maybe, she could be one of them.

But tonight, for the first time in six years, Victoria Stone let herself cry.



