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A Florida Surrogate, a Father in China, and the Babies Caught Between
Messy custody case lays bare risks that America’s largely unregulated surrogacy industry can pose to parents, surrogates and
children

Kyla Simpson

Kyla Simpson pulled up to the St. Johns County, Fla., sheriff’s office in a black SUV in June with two toddlers in the back seat. She had given birth to them and raised them.

“Mommy loves you, OK?” she said, according to a video of the scene posted to social media.

Then, surrounded by deputies, she handed them over to a lawyer for their father, who lives in China. He had paid more than $300,000 to bring them into the world and had never met them.

“I’m gonna kiss my kids a few more times,” Simpson told a deputy, before the father’s attorney buckled the crying boys, now 20 months old, into car seats.

They had been born triplets; a third boy had died at nine months old. In July, Florida’s attorney general intervened in litigation between Simpson and the father, persuading a state judge to bar the children from leaving the U.S.
while a custody suit proceeds.

The case touches nearly every fault line of the sprawling and largely unregulated multibillion-dollar American surrogacy industry, where it is increasingly common for wealthy overseas parents to hire American women to bear
their children without ever stepping foot in the U.S.

When things go wrong, as they did with Simpson’s surrogacy—a high-risk pregnancy, an unexpected child, a sudden death, government red tape and an alleged fraudster with an ever-shifting story—the nation’s patchy laws do
little to protect surrogates, parents or children, according to interviews and court documents reviewed by The Wall Street Journal.

The fight has also become something larger: A new Florida law has placed the case at the front lines of conservative antagonism to birthright citizenship and Chinese influence.

At times, the judge overseeing the dispute has seemed at a loss amid sharply conflicting narratives. “This is a complicated thing that brought three children into the world and I—I don’t know,” Circuit Court Judge Rose Marie

Karadsheh Preddy said at a hearing in June.

https://www.wsj.com/us-news?mod=breadcrumb
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Still before her is whether to award custody to Simpson and her husband—who are genetically unrelated to the babies and who signed away parental rights when she agreed to be a surrogate—or to the kids’ legal father, who
might never be allowed to enter the U.S.

The children are now with nannies in a Los Angeles suburb. 

“I love my babies,” Simpson said in an interview. “It’s very traumatic and very barbaric how things have played out.”

In an email to the Journal, their father, Chen Zhou, wrote, “If you know the truth you will find Kyla has her plan to keep my boys from the very beginning. It is planned and premeditated with her intention.” 

A risky transfer

Simpson says she never planned to keep the children. In late 2023, Angels Creation Reproductive Center—a fast-growing Southern California agency that matches parents in China and other countries with surrogates in the U. S.
—recruited the then-25-year-old Simpson.

ACRC matched Simpson with Zhou, a single man living in Suzhou, who offered her extra money to carry twins. At the time, Simpson was often working seven days a week as a bank teller and home health aide, earning under $20
an hour at each job.

She became a surrogate partly to help parents who couldn’t conceive and to fund a future—“four bedrooms, five baths,” she told the Journal—for her husband, daughter and herself. 

Kyla Simpson recorded a live video when she gave up custody of the twins.
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Fertility organizations have urged clinics in recent years to limit surrogate pregnancies to one embryo, citing higher risks of carrying twins or triplets.

Simpson agreed anyway. Her contract paid $50,000 for one embryo, plus $10,000 for each additional embryo carried to term, and expenses.

Unexpectedly, one of the embryos split: Instead of twins, she was carrying triplets.

She gave birth prematurely in November 2024 through C-section. Zhou told her he wanted to attend, but said he had hit setbacks trying to leave China. He asked her to continue caring for the babies while they were in intensive
care.

An industry of intermediaries

Zhou revealed little about himself to Simpson and in court filings, except that he is Christian and close with his parents, whom he said were excited to become grandparents.

Court records paint Zhou as coming from a relatively modest background, a contrast to the many wealthy Chinese elites who seek out U.S. surrogates. An international-school tutor and translator in Suzhou, Zhou borrowed from
his parents and took out bank loans to cover the costs of the surrogacy. In China, surrogacy is illegal, and single men cannot adopt.

Zhou tapped into an international fertility marketplace to buy donor eggs and transport his sperm to the U.S., court records show. By 2023, the resulting embryos were at HRC Fertility in Pasadena, one of the country’s largest IVF
practices, which is owned by a publicly traded Chinese firm. 

Zhou also paid close to $10,000 to surrogacy attorney Lei Bai to prepare his contract with Simpson. Bai would later be expelled from the surrogacy industry’s ethics group for her role in assisting a U.S. couple accused of deceiving
surrogates into carrying more than 20 children for them.

Bai and HRC didn’t respond to requests for comment.

ACRC was sued in 2023 by another of its surrogates, who alleged the agency’s poor screening of parents left her with $180,000 in medical debt, the Journal previously reported. The agency denied the allegations in the suit and
said in a statement that it disputes “any suggestion that ACRC’s screening practices are inadequate.”

ACRC’s records indicate that Simpson was fully paid, and ACRC urged Zhou not to rely on Simpson to care for the children, according to CEO Shen Li. “Any post-birth childcare arrangement made in this matter was a private
decision between the parties and was neither recommended, authorized, nor facilitated by ACRC,” Li wrote in an email.

In an email and brief interview, Zhou disputed that, saying that ACRC recommended he work with Simpson because it would save him money.

Simpson holds her 6-year-old daughter, who wasn’t part of her surrogacy dispute.
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‘A silk scarf isn’t going to pay the rent’

Simpson said she was initially willing to care for the triplets. But as weeks passed and Zhou didn’t show, she found herself with three premature infants she had not prepared for, no support from anyone tied to the arrangement,
and dwindling money.

Zhou was also growing frantic, according to court filings. He despaired about how to collect the boys, unsure he could obtain a U.S. visa, court documents showed. 

He pleaded with Simpson to keep caring for them and sent sporadic payments totaling close to $10,000, plus reimbursement for breast milk, according to court records. He promised to send gifts, silk scarves and pearl necklaces.
“I promise you I will take my babies to visit you often so we will be life long friends and you will be there godmother,” he wrote, according to emails she filed in court.

In February 2025, Simpson responded: “A silk scarf isn’t going to pay the rent that’s due which the babies thrive under, or the car note which carries them to their many doctor appointments.” 

Leaving with ‘strangers’

After Simpson took the children home from the hospital in January 2025, Zhou repeatedly asked her to get them passports, offering $1,000. She never did. When he suggested she bring the babies to China herself, she refused—
she had no passport and couldn’t manage three infants on a multiday flight.

In March 2025, Zhou emailed her: “The babies have been with you for a long time already,” he wrote. “So I will ask my friend and agent to pick my babies, so that you can go back to your normal life.”

Two days later, two men arrived at Simpson’s home, she testified in court. She wasn’t there. The men next went to her grandparents’ home, which she said alarmed her. She said her mind leapt to human trafficking, a popular
topic in the Facebook groups where she chatted with other surrogates.

“My mother’s intuition told me something wasn’t right,” she later testified. Simpson refused to hand over the children to Zhou’s agents.

Industry professionals say sending agents or nannies to collect surrogate-born children is increasingly common. Travel restrictions on Chinese nationals—first during the pandemic, then again during the second Trump
presidency—spawned a cottage industry of nannies who care for children until their travel documents clear, then take them to China.

Zhou begged Simpson to reconsider, according to emails included in court filings.

“You are a Christian and my family is also a Christian family,” he wrote to Simpson. “What we do should glory the name of the Jesus Christ. But to hold back the babies is not righteous and illegal.”

“I’m very spooked out about all of this that’s going on,” Simpson responded. “They are safe, they are stable, and they are WELL taken care of! You keep avoiding to apply for your visa. And suddenly you want me to send them with
strangers???” 

In an email to the Journal, Zhou said that the reason he took so long to apply for a visa was that Simpson never obtained updated birth certificates for the babies listing him as the father. “She cheated me,” he said. According to

court records filed by his attorney, the birth certificates were updated to list Zhou as the father by March 2025. Simpson’s attorneys said she worked with Zhou to obtain documents starting in the weeks after the children’s birth.

Screenshot of Chen Zhou from a court hearing on July 29.
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The U.S. consulate rejected Zhou’s visa application in April 2025.

A death and an investigation

In August 2025, one of the triplets died.

He was nine months old when he stopped breathing in a playpen with his brothers. The medical examiner cited complications related to a respiratory virus and ruled the death as noncriminal.

Simpson and her husband covered the cost of the funeral, raising $600 from donations.

“I’m crushed and wish mommy could’ve took all of the pain and sickness for you,” she later wrote on Facebook. She gave the infant her last name in his obituary.

Florida’s Department of Children and Families opened an investigation into the death. Excerpts later filed in court by Zhou’s attorneys described dirty clothes and dirty diapers, and a caregiver who “frequently smokes
marijuana.” The department classified the Simpsons as a high-risk household.

Simpson’s attorney said the investigation was closed without findings and that the children were “deemed as safe in the household of both parents.” A Department of Children and Families spokeswoman, discussing the agency’s
general practices rather than the specific case, said that a “high risk” classification doesn’t mean that the agency “verified findings of abuse or neglect.”

Simpson loved the babies, she insisted, just as much as she loved her daughter. By spring 2026, she hadn’t heard from Zhou in months, and ACRC was no longer engaging with her.

In May 2026, she filed to adopt them.

A children’s chair that the boys used outside the home of Simpson’s grandfather in St. Augustine, Fla. 

A children’s chair that the boys used outside the home of Simpson’s grandfather in St. Augustine, Fla. 
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A ‘fourteen-month fraud’

Zhou, meanwhile, knew almost nothing about the triplets’ welfare, according to court documents.

By spring of 2025, the children were five months old, and Zhou had only seen them on video calls. His best efforts to get a visa to visit the U.S. had failed. Then he found a solution in the form of a man he called Uncle Kent—
Jiapeng “Kent” Wan, a fixer introduced to Zhou by a Los Angeles doctor.

Wan was one of the men who arrived at Simpson’s door in March 2025 and attempted, unsuccessfully, to retrieve the babies. He told Zhou that given a little more time, he could bring the children home, according to a summary of
673 pages of WeChat messages filed by Zhou’s attorneys.

But the path Wan charted appeared long. A panel of six judges needed to sign off. The passports were almost ready at the San Francisco consulate. A Florida congressman was personally intervening. Each week brought a new
complication—and a new request for cash. As time went on, Wan’s claims grew more outlandish.

When ACRC notified Zhou that one of his sons had died, Wan initially claimed Simpson had fabricated the death for financial gain, according to court records, then said the surviving babies had been removed from Simpson’s care
and placed in a state-run facility. He instructed Zhou not to contact Simpson, saying it could disrupt his plans to get the babies. Zhou’s attorneys would later allege that photos Wan sent of the children were manipulated with AI.

Wan, who is in China, declined a request for a phone interview, insisting that a reporter travel to interview him in person. 

By late 2025, Zhou had paid Wan $30,000—on top of the tens of thousands he had paid to Simpson, ACRC and other intermediaries—court records show. His children had been born 14 months ago, then 16 months, then 18—and he

had never held them. After their first birthday passed without Zhou seeing them, he told Wan he had “no heart to celebrate.”

One of the triplets died and is buried at a cemetery in St. Augustine.

One of the triplets died and is buried at a cemetery in St. Augustine.
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It was only after Simpson filed to adopt the children that Zhou came to think that he had been the victim of a “fourteen-month fraud” by Wan, his attorneys wrote in court filings. Zhou retained an attorney immediately.

‘What was I le! to do?’

What had been a private matter was about to come crashing into the political furor over President Trump’s fight against birthright citizenship and right-wing anxieties over growing Chinese influence in the U.S.

On May 11, amid conservative outrage over Chinese parents exploiting lax surrogacy rules, Republican Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signed a law banning citizens of China and other “foreign nations of concern” from hiring Florida
surrogates. Florida Sen. Rick Scott introduced a similar nationwide ban in November, which hasn’t advanced.

The Florida ban took effect more than two years after Simpson and Zhou’s contract, and didn’t apply retroactively. But Florida Attorney General James Uthmeier nonetheless sought to intervene in Simpson’s case, arguing in
filings that the surrogacy agreement was invalid and Zhou hadn’t proved parentage under Florida law.

On June 17, the family court judge directed Simpson to place the children in the custody of Zhou’s attorneys, who took them to a doctor the following day. The examination found multiple bruises and abrasions in various stages of
healing.

Simpson’s attorneys said the boys weren’t mistreated. In an interview, Simpson said they were extremely allergic to mosquito bites, causing the abrasions. In a letter included in court filings, the boys’ longstanding pediatrician
said that in her opinion, they were well cared-for.

Zhou’s claim that Simpson never planned to relinquish the children is false, Simpson’s attorneys said in an email, pointing to documents in the court record showing that Zhou asked Simpson to care for the children, paid her to

do so for several months and gave her power of attorney.

The triplets lived in St. Augustine while they were in the care of Kyla Simpson.

The triplets lived in St. Augustine while they were in the care of Kyla Simpson.
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Katherine Long is a reporter on the Wall Street Journal's investigations team. She formerly reported for Business Insider, where she was a correspondent on the company's national desk. She also reported on Amazon, with a focus on the company's extensive warehousing and logistics operations, at

Business Insider and The Seattle Times.

She is a graduate of Brown University and Columbia Journalism School's Stabile Center for Investigative Journalism.

At a hearing on June 25, Simpson appeared without a lawyer. “I didn’t anticipate establishing a parent-child relationship,” she told the judge, “but what was I left to do?”

Judge Preddy was sympathetic but direct, telling Simpson that until she makes a final decision on custody, the boys must stay with Zhou’s representatives. “There is no legal authority as of right now that I can hang my hat on
that can give you the kids,” she told Simpson. Zhou’s attorneys removed the children to Monterey Park, Calif., a suburb of Los Angeles, and asked the court to keep the precise address confidential, citing media attention.

On July 17, Simpson received a form letter from the U.S. Department of State: Passport applications were pending for both children. She had until July 20 to object. 

Next week, Preddy will hear arguments on whether Zhou can continue to keep the boys in California or must return them to Florida while the case is decided.

The children will turn two in November. Their father has never met them. The woman who delivered them and raised them for 20 months hasn’t seen them for six weeks.

Some of the children‘s toys.
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