
www.montanawoman.com MONTANA WOMAN OCTOBER   2 0 0 9 5

MONTANA WOMAN

by Rena Desmond

JANE LAttUS EMMERt

“I’ve always been a sky watcher.  As a child 
I loved to lie on my back and look for shapes in 
the clouds.  As an adult, living in Montana, I 
love to watch the sun slip behind the mountains.  
The clouds of one autumn sunset, though, would 
change my life.”  

~ Jane Latus Emmert

Jane Latus Emmert is a professional artist, 
inspirational speaker, advocate and fundraiser 
for victims of domestic violence.  With time 
and experience Jane has refined her painting 
skills to create beautiful masterpieces.  Likewise, 
with time, adversity and healing, God has 
refined Jane’s life to create beauty from pain.

Jane grew up in Michigan with an older 
brother, Steve, and three younger sisters: 
Janine, Pat, and the baby, Amy.  Her dad was 
an insurance salesman.  Her mom, a registered 
nurse, stayed at home with the children when 
they were young.  Jane was a sophomore 
in college when she was invited to spend a 
summer in Montana and realized she loved the 
great outdoors.  She’s lived 
in Whitefish for 30 years, 
and her friends call her 
“Montana Jane” because 
she is an avid hunter, hiker, 
skier and fly fisherwoman.  
She teaches fly fishing 
for women at annual 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks’ 
“Becoming an Outdoor 
Woman” workshops and 
speaks about the “cadence 
of the cast” and letting the 
fish dance on the water.  
Her family is scattered 
across the United States 
but maintains frequent 
contact via e-mail and 
In 2001 her 36-year-old 
sister, Amy Latus, moved 
to Knoxville, Tennessee 

to work on her master’s degree and her emails 
spoke of feeling both excited and lonely in 
a new town.  Amy went online and met a 
man on the Internet who, according to Jane, 
turned out to be a predator.  He quickly 
talked Amy into letting him move in with her, 
and within six months he had rung up over 
$60,000 in debt on her credit cards.  Jane 
remembers calling Amy’s office in Tennessee 
during the annual 4th of July Art Festival in 
Whitefish to tell her about the fun weekend 
she had planned.  She only 
got Amy’s voicemail, and as 
she hung up Jane laughed 
because she had left Amy her 
phone number, as if Amy 
didn’t have it memorized.  
When Amy didn’t show up 
for work on July 5th her co-
workers became concerned 
and went to their superiors.  
The company detective 
retrieved Amy’s voicemails 
and because Jane had left 
her phone number, they were able to contact 
her.  The detective asked if Jane had heard from 
Amy.  She hadn’t—and she never would again.

For weeks no one knew if Amy was dead or 
alive.  Her car was missing.  No one had heard 

from or seen her since the 
Fourth of July.  Co-workers 
put “Missing” posters of 
Amy around town and a 
reward was offered.  Amy’s 
family members waited 
near phones and prayed 
she’d contact one of them.  
Then her abandoned car 
was found in a parking 
lot.  A week later her body 
was discovered by a land 
developer.  Amy’s boyfriend 
had strangled her, wrapped 
her body in a tarp and 
buried her at a construction 
site.  According to the 
National Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence, one in 
four women will experience 
intimate partner violence 

by the time they are 25.  Nationally, one in 
three female murder victims will have been 
killed by an intimate partner. 

Jane says, “It’s really hard to know how to go 
on living when someone you love dies, but when 
they die violently there is an added element of 
grief and rage.  At the time of Amy’s death I 
was painting pretty regularly, participating in 
art shows and teaching watercolor workshops, 
but after Amy was murdered I couldn’t paint.  
I started journaling and it became a grief book 

titled, You Died, and I Wanted to 
Die, Too.   It begins, ‘You died, 
and I wanted to die, too.  Part of 
me did.’  It was true.  Part of my 
heart had a gaping wound in it 
and I didn’t know if I would ever 
be whole again.  On another page 
I wrote, ‘Today I cried and wailed 
and beat the wooden table until 
my hands hurt and my throat 
ached, but it didn’t ease the pain 
in my heart.’  With short poems 
I described my walk through 

the deep, dark path of grief and the eventual 
realization that Amy would want me to be 
happy again.  If I curled up and died, then the 
man who murdered my sister would destroy 
two lives instead of one, and I wasn’t willing 
to let that happen.  The grief book ends with, 
‘There is no happily-ever-after ending to this 
story, but I know I honor you best by living.  
And so, I live.’   It is a choice everyone must 
make when they lose someone they love.   I 
chose to live, but I felt forgotten by God.”

At this point, Jane 
still hadn’t painted.  
One night she saw a 
beautiful sunset and 
was missing Amy.  
She looked up to 
heaven and said, 
“God, I miss my 
sister.  I need a sign!  
I can’t bear this pain any longer.  I need to 
know she is okay.”  Within minutes she began 
to see a shape in the clouds, just like she had 
as a child, but instead of elephants or giraffes 
she saw a trumpeting angel.  One at a time, 
until darkness came, she saw womanly figures 

Jane with her sister Amy
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in the clouds… joyful, angelic shapes dancing 
in the sunset.   Jane says, “In my heart I knew 
it was God’s way of showing me that Amy was 
joyful in heaven, surrounded by the incredible 
love of God.  He had not abandoned Amy and 
he had not forgotten me.  I began to paint 
again to try to capture the joy of heaven.  I 
also wrote woman-to-woman poetry based on 
the wisdom my sister and I shared through the 
years and things I wished I could tell other 

women.  I created note cards and prints with 
my Angel Clouds and poems and began to sell 
them to raise money for domestic violence 
shelters.  I spoke to civic, church and school 
groups about the tragedy of domestic violence 
and shared my sister’s story.   In the process, I 
began to heal.  I am still amazed at how God 
can take pain and make it powerful, if we let 
Him.”

Jane’s entire family is actively committed 

to fighting domestic 
violence through art, 
writing, fundraising 
and advocacy.  When 
Jane presents Amy’s 
story she tries to raise 
awareness that domestic violence crosses all 
social and economic boundaries.  Most people 
think it can’t happen in their neighborhood, 
church or family.  She didn’t think it could 
happen in a close-knit Christian family like 
hers, but it did.  Jane serves on the Montana 
Coalition against Domestic Violence State 
Steering Committee called DELTA. It is a 
program started by the CDC to work on 
promoting prevention verses intervention. The 
goal is to change the social norms that say it is 
okay to hurt someone—instead of intervening 
after someone is hurt.  Television and other 
media use violent language and depict violent 
relationships as normal.  The sexual violence 
in the media presents a message that makes 
unhealthy relationships seem acceptable and 
that makes Jane’s heart ache.  She says, “I wish 
people would turn off their TV, radio, computer 
and electronic games and start interacting and 
loving the people close to them.”

Jane says if you are concerned about 
someone who is in an abusive situation there 
are three things you need to do: 

• Stay in her life.  Let her know you are 
there for her because the 
abuser will try to isolate 
her.

• Provide information 
about shelters or support 
groups available in her 
area. Locally, the Violence 
Free Crisis Line (406-
752-7273) has volunteers 
available to listen and 
offer options.

• Help her create a 
safety plan so she knows 
what to take and where to go if she has to leave 
quickly.  

 Women are often in the gravest danger 
when they are leaving a violent relationship.  

Jane stresses that many 
women die as they try 
to leave, or when they 
go back to their home 
to get something after 
they’ve left a violent 

situation.  An abused person should never 
meet alone with her abuser or return to the 
home alone.  If she has to return for something 
she should have an officer along for safety.  
She stresses that it is not worth risking your 
life for “stuff”.  Society tends to look at the 
women and ask why they stay.  A quote she 
read said, “Don’t ask why we stay, ask why he 
abuses.”  It is a valid question and there is no 
easy answer.  Some 
of the strongest 
women who have 
fallen into abusive 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
describe it as a 
downward spiral.  
The abuser didn’t 
start out overtly violent and controlling—in 
fact, many are very charming, charismatic 
people.  But, bit by bit they exert more power 
and control until the women find themselves 
trapped in an unhealthy relationship.  At 
its heart, abuse is about power and control 
and the perpetrator can be male or female.  
The abuser uses anger, force, threats, pain and 

manipulation to make 
the victim stay under his/
her control.  Examples 
of physical abuse include 
hitting, pinching, twisting 
(arms/fingers), strangling, 
forcing sexual relations, 
burning and anything 
else that leaves bruises, 
sore spots or scars.  Often 
the abuser attacks areas 
hidden by clothing to 
avoid revealing the abuse.  

Emotional abuse leaves no visible scars, but is 
equally damaging.  

Jane’s main passions now are educating 
the community about domestic violence and 

“Women Friends - Angel Cloud”

“A View from the Top of Glacier National Park” 

Jane and her Mom

“Birch Beauties”

“Lake McDonald and the Red Roof”

“Anemones”
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empowering women.  Jane’s Angel Cloud 
poems affirm women with poems like, “You 
are strong wise woman; trust yourself,” or, “I 
see your beauty even when you feel less than 
beautiful.”  As a woman of faith, one of her 
hopes is to encourage women to seek their 
worth and approval in who they are in God.  
By focusing on God’s love and acceptance they 
are less likely to look to someone else to make 
them feel okay—especially someone who is 
not emotionally healthy.

Jane is not just an Angel Cloud artist—
art collectors recognize her joyful, bold 
colors, impressionistic flowers and Montana 
landscapes.  Two years ago she was selected 
to participate in the Artist in the Wilderness 
program.  She spent 10 days in a cabin in the 
Bob Marshall and her goal was to experiment 
and expand as an artist.  She 
took acrylics and palette 
knives instead of watercolors 
and her art was revolutionized 
as she learned to paint “en 
plein air.”  En plein air is 
a French expression which 
means in the open air, and is 
particularly used to describe 
the act of painting outdoors.  
She says that when she looks 
at her plein air paintings she 
can hear the sounds, smell the 
smells, even feel the soft breeze 
and capture the sense of light 
that surrounded her.  She discovered she liked 
acrylic and oil paint because she can get layers 
of texture.  She loves to paint Glacier National 
Park and tells of one outing last year, at the 
end of the season, when she was painting near 

the Logan Pass visitor center.  Normally there 
are lots of tourists, but on this day, for 10-15 
minutes there were no cars coming or going.  
It was absolutely quiet and she felt like she 
had the whole park to herself.  She remembers 
lifting her arms skyward and yelling, “I love 
my job!” 

She considers herself blessed to make a 
living doing what she loves and to make a 
difference in the world.  In 2004 Jane married 
Gary Emmert and became a grandmother as 

well as a bride.  Their blended family includes 
nine children and three grandchildren. Jane 
says, “I’m married to the richest man in the 
world because he has ‘enough’… enough to 
meet our needs and enough to help others.  
His contentment is priceless.”

About nine years ago Jane went through a 
major illness.  A virus attacked her neurological 
system and damaged the nerve to her inner 
ear.  She lost her ability to balance and jerked 
spastically when she was startled.  Climbing 
a flight of stairs was daunting.  She couldn’t 
fish, hike or ski.  Plunging into disability for 
a year was very eye opening.  Jane says, “We 
all think we will wake up each day able to do 
everything we have always done.  But, one day 
I woke up and I couldn’t.  When your health 
is taken away you suddenly realize how much 

you value it.”  Doctors never 
determined the cause of her 
illness.  Jane said the illness 
and Amy’s death filtered out 
the “unimportant” in her life 
and helped her realize that 
life, health and relationships 
are fragile and mustn’t be 
wasted or taken for granted.  
Her hope is that others don’t 
have to wait until they lose 
someone they love, or their 
health, to grasp the privilege 
and joy of every day life. 
 

Jane Latus Emmert is a teacher, artist and 
encourager at heart.  She will continue educating 
the community about domestic violence and 
empowering women.  Her written words and 
artwork will continue to give hope to others 
because God has created beauty from the pain 
and turned this artist’s life into a masterpiece.

To learn more about domestic violence or 
to contact Jane, she encourages you to visit her 
website at www.jlemmert.com 

Jane and Gary

The Montana Woman 
Foundation is a non-profit 
organization created to help women 
in our great state.  During the 
process of forming the foundation 
and deciding how we could best be 
of service, we realized that none of 
us would be in a position to help 
without the previous and on-going 
contributions of the amazing 
women in our communities. 

With this in mind, we started 
the Montana Woman of the 
Year Program to honor these 
pillars of our communities.  We 
accepted nominations for women 
throughout the state of Montana.  
These nominees have helped shape 
our communities in countless 
positive ways.  They are our 
unsung heroes who have put the 
needs of others before their own.  

Helen Keller once said, “I am 
only one.  I cannot do everything.  
But I can do something.  And what 
I should do and can do, I will 
do.”  The upcoming November 
issue of Montana Woman 
Magazine will honor three strong 
Montana women.  The Montana 
Woman of the Year 2009 is timi 
Burmwood of Kalispell.  Finalists 
are Dianne o’Neill of Terry and 
Lynn Williams of Ekalaka.  These 
women not only know what they 
can do, but do it in a way that 
inspire us all.

Learn more about Timi, Dianne 
and Lynn in the Thanksgiving issue 
of Montana Woman Magazine. 

Lake McDonald in the Clouds

Cover Story Contributor

Rena Desmond 
is a retired nurse 
who moved to the 
Flathead Valley 
seven years ago 
from Chicago. She 
and her husband, 

Allen, enjoy traveling, golf, singing with 
the Flathead Voices, and exploring what 
the valley has to offer. She serves 
on the board of directors for the 
Montana Woman Foundation and is a 
regular contributor to the Montana 
Woman Magazine with humorous, 
current and informative articles. She 
donates her time at the Cancer Center 
and is the organizer for the Foundation’s 
annual Golf Tournament fund raiser to 
benefit cancer patients. 
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