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      My mother always had a gift for words. She wrote more than a hundred poems over her lifetime, capturing small moments, deep feelings, and simple wisdom with a gentle hand. But as she watched her grandchildren grow into young adults, she felt a pull to create something especially for them — and for the generations still to come. She turned to what she knew best and began writing poems for children.

      Somewhere along the way, the idea of a little lost mouse was born.

      Cowboy Dan became her storyteller, her messenger, and ultimately her way of passing on the values she held most dear: loyalty, kindness, leadership, courage, and love. Many of the episodes in Dan’s world echo stories from her own life — memories reframed through the eyes and hearts of nature’s smallest creatures. In these pages, she built a world that mirrors our own, filled with challenges, friendships, dangers, and discoveries, but softened and illuminated by the innocence of a tiny hero.

      Vina Keeling passed in July of 2020, but the kindness and compassion she carried through her life remain alive in her writing. Her stories continue to guide, comfort, and remind us of the goodness that still exists — even in a world where such qualities sometimes seem quieter than they should be.

      This volume represents the first of five Cowboy Dan books she created, each one a testament to the love she held for her family and the values she hoped to leave behind.

      

      - Duane R. Keeling
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      In the wide, sun-bright desert where saguaros stand like guardians and the wind carries the scent of prickly pear, there once lived a curious little mouse named Dan. He wasn’t the biggest or the bravest, but he had something even better — a heart full of wonder and a spirit that just couldn’t help chasing the next adventure.

      One small choice sets his whole life into motion: Dan lets go of his brother’s tail to explore something shiny in the weeds… and suddenly finds himself lost, alone, and scared. But the desert has a way of offering help in unexpected shapes, and Dan is soon rescued by Wilma, a kindhearted cactus wren with eyes like warm earth and wings strong enough to carry hope.

      From that moment forward, Dan’s world grows. He learns to survive, to dream, and eventually to build — first a home, then a friendship, then a ranch unlike anything the desert has ever seen. With Wilma by his side, Dan teams up with prairie dogs, mice, wrens, gophers, lizards, and all sorts of desert neighbors to create a safe place where everyone can work, laugh, and share the fruits of the land.

      But building a ranch is only the beginning. There are storms, coyotes, rustlers, missing little ones, unexpected visitors, and even a long-lost brother. Through it all, Dan discovers that courage isn’t the absence of fear — it’s caring enough about others to keep going, no matter how small you are.

      Cowboy Dan is a story about friendship, community, and the surprising ways kindness can change a life. It’s about how even the tiniest creature can make a big difference. And most of all, it’s about how family — the one you’re born with and the one you build — will always find its way back to you.

      Welcome to Dan’s desert. Saddle up. Adventure awaits.
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      Little Dan always seemed to be in more trouble than his brothers and sisters. He just couldn’t help it! There was always something he hadn’t seen before, and he wanted to know what it was. Mom always told him he was just too curious a mouse for his own good. Today was no different. Mom was taking them all to the store.

      “Hold onto each other's tails and stay close,” Mom warned, but suddenly little Dan saw something in the weeds that was bright and shiny, glittering in the sun. He had heard his parents talking about the “people” and the interesting things they discarded. So he let go of his brother’s tail and hid inside an old tin can until his family was out of sight.
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