&he New York Times

Lawyer Pleads for Helmsley’s Acquittal
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By LEONARD BUDER

The chief lawyer for Legna H:}mste;
implored the jury yesterday to "end{.

the long, terrible suffering of Mrs.
Helmsley" and "'let her walk out of this
courtroom a free woman."
As Mrs. Helmsley struggled to hald
_back tears, the lawyer, Gerald A. Felf-
er, ended an eight-hour closing argu-
ment with an emotional appeal for her
acquital
*You have the future of Mrs. Helms-
ley in your hands,” Mr, Fefler told the
ury In Federal District Court in Man-
attan. .
" Mr. Felfer, who addressed the Jury In
his shirtsleeves, systematically sought
to punch holes in the Government's
case, often using sarcasm (o under-
score a point.

‘Enemles Here to Pay Her Back'

Mrs. Helmsley, who appeared In
rticularly good :Jairits during a
reak — she chatted with and gave

candy o the 10-year-daughter of a
writer attending the trial — sometimes
nodded in agreement as Mr. Felfer
spaoke.

Mrs. Helmsley, 69 years old, and her
husband, Harry, 80, are accused of
evading more than cne milllon dollars
in Federal incorne taxes from 1985 to
1988 by blilling personal expenses Lo
their hotel ang real-estate companies,
A judge later ruled that Mr. Helmsley
wag mentally un{it to stand trial

Asserting that the prosecution's case
lacked substance and was based
largely on the testimony of former em-
p]o'lyees and others who disliked Mrs.
Helmsley because of her abrasiveness,
Mr. Fefter sald:

*Mrs. Helmsley had a lot of enemies
and these people came here to pay her
back, no question about thal. These
people had an agenda and that agenda
wag to get her. If, In fact, she has
abused or mistreated people, | beg you,
ladies and gentlemen, to leave that

declsion for a higher authority."

‘These people
had an agenda
and that agenda
was to get her.’

Mr. Feffer's closing argument was
followed by that of Joseph R. Benfante,
the lawyer for Joseph V. Licari, one of
two [ormer Helmsley executives who
are on trial with Mrs. Helmsley.

The other delendant Is Frank J.
Turco, who is accused of helping in the
tax fraud and conspiring to extort kick-
backs {rom suppliers. His lawyer, Wil
liam M. Brodsky, Ls to speak this momn-
ing. Judge John M. Walker Jr. Is ex-
pected o Instruct the jury sometime
tomorrow, and deliberations are to be-
ginlate in the day.

Mr. Benfante said yesterday that Mr.
Licari, former senior vice president
and chief {inancial officer of Helmsley
Enterprises Inc., did not aid In any lax
fraud, if there was {raud. He said Mr.
Licari was a respected, trustworthy
employee who was Mr. Helmsley's
Jiminy Cricket — his conscience.

Gesturing extensively and at times
delivering one-liners like a stand-up co-
median, Mr. Benfante [requently
prompted laughs from the jury, the
Judge and Mrs. Helmsley.

Prompting Laughter ln Court

When Mr. Benfante said that two
prosecution  witnesses  had  “lled
through their teeth'' Judge Walker
told him his opinicn was not relevant.

] think aflter eight weeks they are
beginning to know that,'” the lawyer
said, motloning to the jurors as every-
one laughed. Then, relerring to one wit-
nesses as a milllon-dollar accountant,
Mr. Benfante said, "'I{ he's worth a mil-
lion, I'm worth 10 million." Again there
was laughter.

Earller, Mr. Fefler denled that Mrs.
Helmsley had committed the crimes In
the 41 counts brought against her,

He attempted to discredit testimony
of a former housekeeper who sald Mrs.
Helmsley once told her, “We don't pay
taxes. Only the little people pay taxes.”
The statement did not make sense, he
said, because the Helmsleys paid $57.8
million in Federal taxes {rom 1983 (o
1985, the years covered in the indict-
ment

‘Where's the Crime??

As for charging clothing, underwear,
cosmetics and other perscnal ilems lo
the Helmsler businesses, Mr. Feller
said Mrs. Helmsley, who became presi-
dent of Hemsley Hotels in 1881, believed
what she was doing was legitimate be-
cause she promoted the hotels and
greeted guests. ''She might be wronlb:-
and I'm not saying she's ri t
where's the crime?'' he asked.

Mr. Felfer was particularly acerbic
In attacking testimony on the exlortion
conspiracy charge, the most serious
count, one that carries a maximum 20-
year prison term. He ridiculed an as-
sertion that Mrs. Helmsley accepled an
envelope comaln'm? kickback money In
the lobby of the Helmsley Palace Hotel
In full view of those nearby. *

“Who's kidding whom?'* he asked.

Mr. Felfer also scoffed at testimon
that a liquor salesman made kickbac
payolls by check.

“Inever heard of an extortion victim
paying by check,” the lawyer sald.
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