CHAPTER 12


WOMAN SENTENCED

By Bill Hetherman

Staff  Writer 

SANTA ANA – A former Covina High School honor student described as "cold" by a prosecutor was sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole Friday for plotting the death of her former math tutor. 

Orange County Superior Court Judge Kazuhara Makino said Yichen "Eric" Liu died senselessly and Tien Hsian "Helen" Mo was a prime mover in making it happen. 

"I'm only 20," Mo said, weeping as she heard the sentence. 

Mo then turned to look at her father, Lien Mo, 72, and mother, Tien S. Mo, 56, sitting in the back of the courtroom. 

Mo, 20, of Monterey Park was convicted Nov. 30 of first-degree murder and lying in wait in the death of Liu, 20, of El Monte. 

Liu tutored Mo when both were students at Rio Hondo Community College near Whittier. Irvine police detectives said Liu was stabbed with a meat cleaver at Mo's Hellman Avenue home Jan. 24, 2000. 

Liu's body was later found in the trunk of his burned-out car in Irvine. An autopsy showed he died of strangulation from being bound and that he was not alive when his car was burned. 

Mo's motive for the murder was to avoid going to prison under the three strikes law – she had two prior felony convictions – after she stole a necklace worth $300 from Liu and he threatened to call police. 

Mo conspired with her boyfriend – fellow Rio Hondo College student Sonny Joshua Wong, 24, of La Puente – and three others to lure Liu to her home and kill him, trial testimony showed. When Liu arrived to get the jewelry, her accomplices – allegedly led by Wong – ambushed and stabbed him, according to testimony. 

Mo testified during her trial that she did not know the others intended to kill Liu, though she admitted she stole money, credit cards, bracelets and a necklace from him. Mo was arrested within two weeks and was the first of four people to stand trial for the slaying. She was on probation at the time for two West Covina burglaries and other crimes she committed when she was 17. 

Outside the courtroom Friday, Orange County Deputy District Attorney Deborah Lloyd called Mo a con artist. 

"She's such a cold-blooded person," Lloyd said. 

Mo was vice president of the Asian Culture Club at Covina High School and graduated in 1999 with a high school GPA of 3.8. 

Liu lived in a modest home on Maxson Road with his sister, Annie Liu. The sister and her husband were in court Friday, but declined to comment. 

However, Mo's probation report quoted Annie Liu as saying she was shocked by her brother's murder. The death hit the traditional Chinese family hard because Eric was an only son, Annie Liu said. 

Liu came to the United States about two years before he died. He and his sister helped run their parents' import jeans business. 

Makino noted Liu's parents have returned to Taiwan and said he understood why they would no longer feel safe in the United States. 

Mo's legal problems began when she met a boyfriend who was a student at Princeton University and committed crimes for the excitement of it, said her former attorney, Joseph K. Borges. 

The boyfriend convinced her to be a look-out for him as he burglarized a West Covina home on Larkwood Street in July 1998, court records show. 

The next month Mo tricked a locksmith into letting her into the West Covina home of a schoolmate on Rowland Avenue, court records show. She made herself at home by staying there and driving their car because she knew the family was away. 

She also stole credit cards and bought thousands of dollars in personal items, including a set of car wheels, court records said. 

Separate trials are pending in April, May and June for Wong and two of the alleged accomplices in the killing. 

They also face possible life prison sentences without the chance of parole if convicted. 

The fourth defendant awaiting trial, a juvenile, testified against Mo and will do the same against the others, Lloyd said. 

