
 

Second chances 
By Lori Gilbert  

 

It didn’t take long for the emotion of the moment to overtake Joanna Zaragoza. 

The 20-year-old was all smiles as she entered the classroom to begin a six-week course in the Dental Assisting 

program at Carrington College in Stockton, but with faculty and staff there to greet her and a roomful of students 

she didn’t know smiling at her, the tears began to flow. 

They were tears of joy, tears of relief. 

Those steps onto the campus on Robinhood Drive on Monday morning marked the final journey back from a near-

fatal car accident at Pacific Avenue and Lower Sacramento Road on May 29. 

As Zaragoza slept in the passenger seat of the Nissan Sentra driven by her boyfriend, Deante Chambliss, another 

car, which Chambliss said ran a red light, slammed into the front end of the Nissan’s driver’s side. The impact spun 

the car and damaged two other cars. 

Both Chambliss and Zaragoza were wearing seatbelts. Chambliss wasn’t hurt, but Zaragoza said her head “felt like 

it was shaking.” 

She lost consciousness and was taken to San Joaquin General Hospital. From there, doctors sent her by helicopter 

to Doctors Medical Center in Modesto for head trauma. 

“They said what happened was during the accident her brain shifted, I think three millimeters,” Chambliss said. “It 

caused bruising on the inside. She was starting to swell. They said if they didn’t treat it, she would pass.” 
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Surgery to relieve the swelling and pressure was done. A third of Zaragoza’s skull was removed to help the head 

heal and to prevent further damage from the swelling. 

Gone was the long, beautiful curly hair that had first attracted Chambliss to Zaragoza when both were attending 

San Joaquin Delta College. Gone was Zaragoza’s chance to finish the Dental Assisting program at Carrington in the 

fall, as she’d expected. 

Instead, Zaragoza had a summer of home rest, of sleeping only on her right side, of wearing a helmet any time she 

left the house, of waiting for a second surgery and returning to her normal life. 

Through it all, friends and teachers from school visited often. 

“She never missed a single day, so when she missed school, it didn’t make any sense,” said Donna Bega, the Dental 

Assisting Program Director. “Her sister and cousin were in the medical assisting program, and they came to my 

class and told us she’d been in a terrible car accident. We were devastated by the news of how bad it was. … We 

told the students and they took it extremely hard.” 

Bega and fellow dental assisting teachers Marilyn Sohn and Bernadette Spencer went to see Zaragoza in the 

hospital, but she was having a bad day and couldn’t see them. 

Their support continued through her second surgery — on Aug. 18 — when her skull was re-attached, and through 

the fall, as she regained her strength and prepared to return to school. 

Becoming a Dental Assistant was something Zaragoza decided to do when she was a student at McNair High 

School. She enrolled at Delta College after graduating in 2013, but she didn’t want to take the required general 

education classes. On Jan. 15 she started at Carrington, where her sister, Miriam, completed the medical assistant 

program. 

"The doctor released me on Aug. 31,” Zaragoza said. “He said I could go back to work and start school.” 

Unfortunately, the class that began Sept. 11 was one she’d already taken; she had to wait until Monday for the 

next class she needed to be offered. 

Her cousin, Marilyn Zavala, a Carrington student, drove her to school. 

“I’m kind of nervous, but I know I’ll be OK,” Zaragoza said after the big welcome. “It feels good. It’s just emotional, 

and happy, all at once.” 

She has new fellow students to meet and befriend. Those who were in the program with her completed their 

studies 12 weeks ago. Making new friends to work with until she’s done in July is a minor task compared to what 

she’s been through. 

“It’s taught me to always be strong and not give up even if the challenges and obstacles are going to be hard. I 

didn’t know I had that strength,” Zaragoza said. “In the beginning I was always depressed. I didn’t feel like doing 

anything. After a while, my mom always told me, ‘God gave you another chance. You should always do your best 

now and try harder.’” 

Bega, for one, expects nothing less. 

“She’s taken so much work home, other students have taken so much to her,” Bega said. “I think she’s strong 

enough in memory that things will click back into place. We’ll be patient, and the hardest thing for her is to be 

patient, too. 

“She has so much tenacity to finish her education. She could have quit, taken her time, but that’s not her at all. It’s 

so beautiful to see someone who wants something so bad.” 
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