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Bristol and
5-month-old
son Tripp on
her parents’
dock May 14.
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Bristol Palin

SOOOOCOOOTOOOOOC

Breast-feeding before classes, staying in on
prom night—the Alaska teenager graduates
Jrom high school and talks frankly about the
highs and lows of her new 24-hour-a-day job’

BY SANDRA SOBIERAJ WESTFALL
PHOTOGRAPHS BY PETER YANG

ne by one, the snapshots flash on an
overhead screen to the sentimental
strains of “Time of Your Life” by Green
Day. Teenagers goofing at prom, hud-
dling in the Alaska snow, spelling out
“09” with their parka-wrapped bodies,
But though the name Bristol Sheeran
Marie Palin appears in the May 14
Wasilla High School commencement
program, her pretty, lightly freckled
face is absent from the ceremony’s slideshow parade of memories.
Does it make her sad to have missed out on so much senior-year
fun—to be spending graduation night not with a gang of friends but
at home, giving her 5-month-old son a bottle while her extended
family plays Eskimo bingo? She answers with a multitasking mom’s
whiff of impatience: “T have other things to worry about.”

Bristol Palin, 18, has logged more of those “other things” than
some people twice her age. In just the past nine months, she has
weathered apartisan and personal presidential campaign that cata-
pulted her mother, Alaska GOP governor Sarah Palin, into enduring
celebrity and controversy; a failed engagement to boyfriend Levi
Johnston that played out in the national media; and, most indel-
ibly, a pregnancy that made her both mother and poster child. Five
days after giving birth to Tripp Easton over her Christmas break,
she returned to classes at Wasilla High and finished the year with,
she says, a 3.49 grade point average. She is uncertain where she will
go to college—she’s thinking of a two-year business program—but
says her near future will include advocating for teen-pregnancy
prevention. To that end, she’s sharing graduation day with a PropLe
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Bristol's little
brother Trig, 1, has
Down syndrome.

reporterwho joined the Palins at their
five-bedroom Lake Lucille home.
She’s opening up in part because she
feels that a glimpse into the life of a
teen mom—even one with an amaz-
ingly supportive family—makes her
wait-tfor-motherhood message that
much more resonant. “Girls need to
imagine and picture their life with a
screaming newborn baby and then
think before they have sex,” she says.
“Think about the consequences,”
Her mom may be governor, but
there is no nanny in the Palin house.
Bristol gets up—usually twice during
the night—to feed Tripp, who sleeps
in a hand-me-down crib in her bed-
room, and she says she has tapped out
at least one school paper with her son
erying in the background. She pays for
diapers and formula by working part-
time. And while her parents helpalot,
she shops for the whole family’s gro-
ceries and does the laundry. (Babies,
she has discovered, make for a lot of
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laundry. She was the
only senior with spit-
up on her graduation
dress.) “If girls real-
ized the consequences of sex, nobody
would be having sex,” says Bristol,
sitting at her parents’ lakeside patio
table, “Trust me, Nobody.”

Bristol found out she was pregnant
at the beginning of May last year, just
weeks after her mother, then 44, gave
birth to her fifth child—son Trig. As
Bristol and Levi sat with Bristol’s
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TRIPP’S DAD

It was her father,
Todd (left, with
his son Trig), who
taught Bristol
how to swaddle
and often
babysits for her.
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parents and one of her girlfriends on
the worn, leather sectional couch in
their living room, the young couple
left it to the girlfriend to blurt out
their announcement. Bristol later
described the moment as harder
than labor. “She’d always been a
really good kid, so we didn’t worry
about” her getting pregnant, says her
father, Todd, 44, who stayed home
with the kids while the governor
tended to state business in Juneau,
Todd says he never talked with Bris-
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Just home from
her high school
graduation,
Bristol puts Tripp
inhis pajamas.




tol about sex or birth control.
“She had enough informa-
tion out there and enough
examples out there. If she
had questions, they would
be answered.” Bristol her-
self says she knew about birth
control—*I was definitely edu-
cated”"—but won’t say if she used
any. (Levi, in televised interviews
that made the Palins both seethe and
squirm, said he and Bristol did use
condoms, but inconsistently.) Her
message now: a sort of abstinence-
first strategy, backed up by education
about birth control. “Abstinence is
the safest way, but kids should know
about everything else too.” Like prob-
ably a lot of girls her age, Bristol says
she just didn't think about getting
pregnant, “I don't think anyone real-
izes that it really can happen to you,”
she says, snapping her fingers, “like,
in aninstant.”

Bristol has said she never consid-
ered having an abortion, and when
Levi proposed marriage that summer,
she agreed. “I was in love with him,”
she says now. Her pregnancy was a
fairly open secret around Wasilla but
became national news on Sept. 1, three
days after Sarah Palin joined the GOP
ticket. Bristol insists she never regret-
ted her mother’s choice to run for
higher office. “T was excited for her,”
she says. “I knew it was something
my mom would enjoy and be good at.”
Besides, Bristol adds, she was too busy
to Google the sometimes sympathetic,
often ugly things said about her.

Her relationship with Levi began to
go bad soon after Tripp was born on
Dec. 27. Bristol, home alone with her
mother and baby brother, felt contrac-
tions the night before. Sarah drove
her to the hospital around 11 p.m. and
stayed at her side. Levi arrived in the
middle of the night and was also in the
delivery room for the birth around 6
a.m. “God bless women who do natural
[childbirth], but it's crazy,” says Bris-
tol, who did take pain medication. “I
felt the pain—not all of it, but a lot.”

Bristol won't go into details about
why she and Levi split in March—
“things just fell apart,” she says—but
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she will say, “I'm thankful we didn’t
get married because if it wasn't going
to work now, it wasn't going to work
in five years.” She and Levi are now
struggling, with the help of lawyers, to
resolve an array of issues. “[The Pal-
ins] want child support, and we have
no problem with that once he gets
employed, but they are trying to limit
his visitation,” charges Levi's attorney
Rex Butler. Bristol says that both Levi
and his mother, Sherry Johnston, who
is awaiting trial on felony charges for
allegedly selling OxyContin, have
regular time with the baby. “Levi and
his family see Tripp,” says Bristol, “1
know he loves him.”

And so does she, Bristol adores her
son, picking him up at every whimper
and dreamily calling him “handsome”
and “my guy.” But she describes an
isolating, regimented life familiar to

many a new mother—but with home-
work thrown in. She'd go to class
sleep-deprived, either breast-feed-
ing (“painful, oh my gosh!") or pump-
ing milk before school. “Then come
right home and feed him,” she says.
Always popular and athletic before,
she didn’t go out for sports and rarely
saw her friends. “You don’t have the
same interests,” she observes. Boys?
Clothes? “It’s like, who cares any-
more? There's a lot more to worry
about than ‘Look what that girl's
wearing.’ It makes vou mature a ton.
My life comes second now.”

She skipped prom, which “kind
of sucked, to tell you the truth,” she
says, but “I don’t have that kind of
time. And the dress is, like, $400,
and the shoes, hair, makeup—it's
way too expensive.”

But whether she would graduate

When Bristol's up with
Tripp at all hours, “part
of me wants to go rescue
her,” says Sarah Palin.

was never a question—at least in her
mind. “1 knew it would be hard, but 1
would do it.” Her mom was less cer-
tain, “I'm so proud of her,” says the
governor, who flew up from the state
capitol the morning of graduation.
“A couple of years ago, with my son
[Track, 20] it was a given, expected,
nothing dramatic. This was a differ-
ent story.” With enough prepregnancy
credits built up, Bristol took just two
courses—one in “financial literacy,”
the other in physical education—her
last semester. This allowed the teen
tojuggle a part-time job at a cafe, plus
babysitting for other families ($10/
hour) while her father, grandmother
orone of her aunts babysat Tripp. She
admits it is “kind of impossible” to buy
all the diapers and formula herself,
but she's trying her best. “I don't like
having my parents have to pay,” she

Bristol (on a bus to graduation)
once hoped to go to college far from
home, “somewhere warm.” But now.

“I'm going in-state, obviously.”

Teen Pregnancy

Carly Broder of San Francisco was 17 when she gave birth to her son
Isaiah, now 2. Like Bristol Palin, Broder graduated from high school. *|
was lucky to find a special school for teen moms,” says Broder, 19, who
is raising her son as a single mother. By contrast, fewer than half of all
girls who become mothers before turning 18 ever get their diplomas.
(And fewer than 2 percent earn a college degree by age 30, according
to a 2006 study.) Broder is now living with her own mom and attend-
ing community college, But she also needs $600 a month in govern-
ment assistance and worries about making ends meet. “The majority
of us,” she says dryly, “aren't the governor’s daughter.”

Even with the unusual advantages of a well-off family, Bristol Palin
is, in some respects, a perfect example of the new trend in teenage
pregnancy. After years of decline—from 1990 to 2004 the teen preg-
nancy rate in the United States dropped 38 percent—the numbers
have lately started to head up again. Between 2005 to 2007 the
teen birthrate increased 5 percent. (In 2006 Alaska led the nation

with a 19 percent jump.) The reasons for the increase? Bill Albert of
the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy
points to several possible factors, including evidence that teens
these days are less concerned about sexually transmitted diseases.
Studies suggest that teens are having more sex and using less contra-
ception, says Albert, who adds, “Success at reducing teen birthrates
may have led to complacency.” —BILLHEWITT
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Sarah (with family
and friends) says
Bristol's “always been
anurturer.” The cake
hows her atage 4.
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says. “It's punishment enough feeling
the guilt of having them help me out
financially.” Asked how long she'll live
with her parents, she shakesher head.
“That’s a good question.”

Postponing his own lucrative sum-
merwork onthe North Slope oil fields,
Todd does the bulk of the childcare for
now, while Bristol also hits the gym
and tanning salon. “My dad lets me
go tanning quite a bit. That’s the one
thing I can do. And I try to exercise,”
she says. Now that school is over, she
relies on a jogging stroller to fill her
long days with Tripp. “The mailbox
is quite a ways away, so we walkdown
there every day. Then there's a park,
and we do that a lot, just sort of pass-
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ingthe time,” Bristol says, adding with
a sigh, “but that's only when dishes
are done, laundry is done.”

She has given up her dream of a
nursing career because, she says,
she doesn’t have time for that long
a course of study. So she’ll enroll
this summer in local college cours-
es toward a possible career in real
estate—depending, all along the way,
on free babysitting from family. “I
bribe my sister [Willow, 14] all the
time, like, ‘Oh yeah, you can wear my
jeans if you watch him,"” Bristol says
with a light laugh. Soberly, she adds,
“1 know I can't do this by myself. I'm
thankful for my huge family.”

As for her younger sisters, impish
Piper, 8, helps with diapers, bottles—
and comic relief: teetering around in
whatever oversize heels her mom and
sisters leave lying around. Willow,
their mother acknowledges, bears the
brunt oflessons learned with Bristol's
pregnancy. The consequences of sex
“is a much more open discussion
now,” says Sarah Palin. “We're able to
tell Willow, ‘See? And Bristol’s always
telling her, ‘Don’t do what I did."”

For now, her cap and gown aren’t
even put away yet (Piper is model-
ing them), and the program from
today’s graduation is tossed on the
sofa, where Bristol is changing Tripp’s
diaper. Two dozen relatives descend
on the house for a pizza and bingo
party (Eskimo bingo is played with
dice and wrapped prizes), but Bristol
moves upstairs to get her baby ready
for bed. One friend, fellow grad April
Morlock, tiptoes over with a gift, a sil-
ver necklace with a mother-and-child
charm. “In the Valley teen pregnancy
is, like, huge,” says April, referring to
the Mat-Su Valley where Wasilla sits.
“She’s the best mom, really. Bristol's
amagzing. She's the same old Bristol.”

Yes and no. “Looking back, when
we were in sixth grade, I never in a
trillion years would have thought it
would happen to me out of all of us,”
says Bristol, who is quietly rocking
Tripp to sleep while her mother wants
her downstairs to cut the graduation
cake. “This is my reality now.”

With reporting by Champ Clark in
Les Angeles
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When you’'re
babysitting, you give
the kids back.
You don’t give this
one back”_sristor
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