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In Ellen Umansky’s book titled The Fortunate Ones: A Novel, the central image is 
The Bellhop, a painting by Chaim Soutine (1893-1943). The artist was a Russian 
Jew who lived in Paris and was part of the expressionist movement. The painting 
in the novel “is an amalgam of Soutine’s bellhops. 
 
The painting was purchased by Charlotte and Wolfe Zimmer when they were on a 
business trip to Paris. At the beginning of the book, it hangs in Charlotte’s sick 
room, constantly viewed by her children. “Rose had not changed her mind. She 
still thought the portrait ugly, but she couldn’t stop looking at it.” 
 
It is 1936, and the Nazis are in Vienna, and the Zimmers have successfully bought 
a place for their children on the kindertransport to England. Rose is eleven as she 
says goodbye to her parents. Her mother says, “I packed my blue scarf with the 
birds that you like.” This is all she has from her parents whom she will never see 
again. The parents eventually go to Theresienstadt while Rose lives with the 
Cohen family. They are orthodox Jews and have little empathy with her situation. 
 
Rose’s story is not linear; it meshes with Lizzie Goldstein whose family acquired 
The Bellhop after the war. The painting was stolen from the Goldstein home when 
Lizzie and her sister Sarah had a party. Their father Joseph, an ophthalmologist, 
was implicated in the theft but never convicted. The painting disappeared. 
 
Rose and Lizzie meet in Los Angeles after both go through a variety of 
experiences. Rose marries Thomas Downes and becomes a teacher at  Eastgate, a 
posh private school for girls. Lizzie is a lawyer who is trying to make sense of her 
life after both her parents die. The women form a bond around the painting that 
has been part of both their lives.  
 
Umansky creates chapters that move forward and backward in time to establish 
plot and expand characters. She also has early chapters about Rose and then 
about Lizzie. Later in the novel, she brings the two women together and shows 
how they have many parallels. Both women carry guilt feelings: Rose because she 
survived when so many did not, and Lizzie for the loss of the painting. Each grew 
up with the painting, lost it, and continually attempt to find it. 



 
Umansky incorporates ironic twists to the plot such as the friendship between 
Lizzie’s father Joseph and Rose, and Lizzie’s love affair with Max, her father’s dear 
friend. The complications add to the final scenes where Rose and Lizzie confront 
each other and themselves in a direct and honest way. 
 
This is a story about World War II and the disruption of families that stretches far 
after the fighting is finished and the peace treaties are signed. It is also about the 
power of art to fill emptiness in the human heart and to stir memories that are 
important to healing. 
 


