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Trial Begins In Civil Case
Involving Two Local Accountants

By BRAD DICKERSON
Highlands Today

SEBRING — An area accoun-
tant has accused her former
partner of civil contempt, thus
leading to a non-jury tral that
began Wednesday in the High-
lands County Courthouse,

Plaintiffs Priscilla Gerard
and Gerard & Associates, P.A,
filed an amended motion for
sanctions and order finding
defendants Louis Benevides
and Rebecca Benevides Noo-
non in contempt of cowt for
viplating a final judgment of
injunction, according to court
documents.

Gerard seeks a finding of
civil contempt against both
defendants, damages re-
presenting the fees earned by
Benevides while in violalion of
the injunction, fees carned by
Noonon in using the plaintiff's
database and costs incurred
from trying to erase that data-
base, among other such relief.

A lawsuit between Gerard
and Benevides, which includ-
ed accusations of breach of
contract ‘and possible thelt,
wag amicably seitled on June
8. 2007, according to a July 5,
2007 Highlands Today report.

The dispute between the
two began when Gerard pur-
chased 75 percent of Bene-
vides’ former practice in 2006,
with an agreement to purchase
the remaining 25 percent be-
fore 2009.

For his part, Benevides
agreed that he would not seek
out any of the firm's clients for
a seven-year period upen leav-

ing.

After Benevides quit, Gerard
accuset] him of starting to seek
out former clients and insist
they do business with him,
according to the report.

She also accused Benevides
and Noonon, a furmer accoun-
tant at the firm, of taking a
company compuler with client
names stored in it.

Earlier in 2007, Highlands
County Circuit Court issued an
injunctibn against Benevides,
restricting him from practicing
pulbdic accounting within a 60-
mile radius of Gerard's Lake-
view Drive firm. The terms
began June 14, 2007, and were
sel lo run through March 8,
2014.

The plaintiff's contentions,
which led to Wednesday's trial,
are that Benevides has at-
tempted Lo “skirt the terms” of
the final judgment of injunc-
tion by employing former em-
ployees, as well as Noonon's
present employees, to pick up
files from his office and travel
outside the restricted area Lo
prepare tax returns, according
to the court documents.

Gerard also alleges that Be-
nevides continued to serve cli-
ents within the restricted area
and advertise his services
through the Scbring Yellow
Pages and chamber of com-
merce.

Benevides contends the par-
ties' mediated agreement con-
tains a waiver of all claims
other than that comprising the
final judgment, the documents
state. The defendant says he

has not violated the terms of
the injunction, which prevents
him from providing account-
ing work for those who live
and work in the restricted area.

Noonon also contends she
has not violated the judgment
of injunction.

“1 think that is the most
pertinent issue for the court;
what do the expressed terms of
the injunction say,” said Mark
Sessums, Benevides' attorney,
during his Wednesday open-
ing statemenL

The first witness to be sworn
in by Judge Olin Shinholser
was Mary Hunter, who testi-
fied she was employed by
Noonon starting in January
2007, while also doing side
work for Benevides.

Hunter added she would
pick up files from Benevides at
his Scbring home and bring
them back 1o her residence.

She testified she was told
not to work in the 60-mile
radius, would travel to places
oulside of the restricted area to
do work and was never shown
a copy of the court’s final
judgment against Benevides.

“Were you concerned at all
about whether or not you were
figuring out the 60 miles cor-
rectly and whether your ac-
tions would violate this court's
order?" asked Blake Paul, Ge-
rard’s altorney.

*No,” Hunter said. "1 was
outside the 60 miles.”

Highlands Today reporter Brad
Dickerson can be reached at
863-306-5838 or ddicker-
son@highlandstoday.com




