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life

month later!and woke up ai went to bed. . .

 When you climb under your covers at night, you feel   

 safer than anywhere else. But for Nikkie, 19, her peaceful   

 sleep became a near-deadly coma. as told to ashley mateo 

21,000
PEOPLE GO TO  

THE E.R. EACH YEAR
FROM ACCIDENTAL CARBON

MONOXIDE POISONING 
IN THE US.

SOURCE: CENTERS FOR DISEASE 
CONTROL AND PREVENTION



When I opened my 
eyes, I knew right 
away that I was 
in the hospital. 
Strange machines 

beeped around me and my mom was 
crying next to my bed, saying over and 
over, “Everything is going to be okay.” I 
had no idea what she was talking about, 
and seeing the tears run down her face 
put me into a panic. I thought, What am I 
doing here? What happened to me?

The last thing I remembered was 
hanging out with my friends at a party 
and calling my mom to ask her to turn 
up the heat in the guesthouse in our 
backyard, which I’d turned into my 
bedroom. I left the party early—it was 
unusually cold in Los Angeles, and the 
thought of being all snuggled up in bed 
was too tempting! Plus, I had a little cold 
and wanted to be rested up for the next 
morning—my mom and I were going on 
our annual holiday shopping trip. So I put 
on my coziest pajamas, took some cold 
meds, and turned off the lights. 

And that’s where things go dark—
literally. Most of what happened next 
I know from what my mom told me: 
She came to get me the next morning, 
but couldn’t wake me up, no matter 
how much she shook me. When she 
realized something was wrong, she 
hysterically called 911 and a team of 
firefighters rushed to my house—and 
then rushed me to the ER. I was in a 
coma when the doctors drew blood 
and found out I had deadly levels of 
carbon monoxide in my system. It’s a 
colorless, odorless gas, so no one had 
any idea it had been leaking from my 
heater for nine hours! It had caused my 
brain to shut down. I still get choked up 

when I think about my 
parents hearing that I had 
only a two percent chance 
of survival. As a last 
resort, the doctors froze 
my body, then put me 
in a coffinlike chamber 
to prevent further brain 
damage. For the next 
month, my parents and 
my best friend sat by my 
side every day, not knowing if I would 
ever wake up.

a strange new world
And then . . . I opened my eyes! I wish 
I could say this was some amazing 
moment, but I was mostly just confused. 
Everything was fuzzy, like my brain 
wasn’t working. I hadn’t moved in  
35 days, so my body felt foreign, like 

it was disconnected from my brain 
somehow. It only took one step for me to 
realize that my legs couldn’t support me. 
And that was the least of it—I also had 
brain damage. Even though I had been 
an AP student in high school, I could 
barely speak or write. At first, I couldn’t 
even remember how to swallow! I had 

to go to rehab to relearn basic things, 
including how to shower on my own. 
Every day I thought, That’s it, I’m never 
going to be myself again.

But it wasn’t until the first time 
I saw my hair that I really lost it. 
Those first few weeks after waking 
up, I didn’t look in a mirror. When I 
finally did look, I saw that half of my 
head had been shaved from when 
the doctors drained fluid from my 
skull. That’s when I broke down. My 

long hair was gone. It was like a physical 
representation of how messed up I felt—
now I looked like a stranger, too. 

finding myself
It took six months for me to feel like 
myself again, and I realized that this whole 
experience was so preventable . . . but 
it could happen to anyone. I knew I had 
to do something about it, so I started 
sharing my story on my college campus 
and encouraging students to shell out 
the $20 for a carbon monoxide alarm. If 
I had just taken the time to install one, I 
never would have gone through this! 
     It’s funny: The students I talk to 
always tell me how lucky I am—and 
I’m starting to think they’re right. I used 
to take waking up in the morning for 
granted, but now I know to make the 
most of every day and appreciate that 
I’m here, that I survived.  

lifesavers 
One year into her 
recovery, Nikkie met 
with the !re!ghters 
who rescued her to 
say thank you!

INVISIBLE

KILLER 
when 

running fuel-burning appliances 
like stoves, furnaces, and heaters.

CO fumes can 
build up and flow into the house. 

CO 
poisoning can feel like the flu. Buy 
an audible CO alarm, and if it ever 
goes off, get out and call 911!

sci-fi treatment 
Doctors put Nikkie in a 
NASA-designed hyperbaric 
chamber like this one to get 
more oxygen to her body.

You  can’t see it or smell it, but carbon 
monoxide (CO) can cause sickness or death. 

Keep yourself safe with these tips!
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        I had a 
two percent 
chance of 
survival!

17

17 EXPERT: Deborah Hanson, director of external affairs at First Alert (firstalert.com).
Share your real story at 
seventeen.com/mylife.SEVENTEEN.COM
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