
Subtitles in English 
 
The girl behind armored glass 
     
There was once a little girl who needed a home and parents who would never abandon her. 
But the girl was moved around over half of Sweden, from Bollnäs to Malmö. 
She has lived in 21 places in ten Swedish counties. 
She has moved 33 times, because she is considered a security risk. 
She is only 14 years old. She says that she is actually a boy. 
 
It starts with an email, just a few lines, from a woman in Eskilstuna who writes about her 
stepchild. I call her. Even though I do not want to write about children’s issues. The alleged 
violations usually cannot be supported; it’s word against word. 
 
But what the stepmother tells is harrowing. Nearly unthinkable. 
It will turn out that everything is true. 
 
I receive a cardboard moving box filled with papers: evaluation documents, medical records, 
judicial decisions, diaries. Several thousand documents. 
Photographs. 
In one of the photographs, Josefin is in Värmland, the fifth location where she was placed. 
She is probably five years old. Round rosy cheeks. Alert gaze. Her hair is permed, put up in 
curly tufts. She smiles sweetly, a little stiffly. 
The family wants a nice obedient girl who doesn’t eat too much. 
But Josefin eats out of the garbage, and from the pets’ food bowls. She hurts animals. Has 
fits of rage. Throws stones. 
There is no immediate concern from social services in Eskilstuna, 140 kilometers east. One 
of the records states that “the foster home is still more good than bad” for Josefin. 
But disaster is imminent. 
 
I force myself to look at each paper about Josefin and enter the information into an Excel 
document. I think that there must be mistakes to be found. Systemic errors. 
Some incidents stand out. Sparks. Sparks initiating a chain of events, a raging fire. 
Fires can be extinguished, but the damage will always remain. 
 
A fire starts on an autumn day in Värmland. Josefin is six years old.  
She throws a pair of scissors at a teacher and runs off. The principal finds her, and 
something about Josefin scares him. The little girl is lying unresponsive under a table in the 
attic. 
Now they are also becoming concerned at social services in Eskilstuna. 
Is Josefin doing poorly in the foster home? Does she, as they put it, “get to be the girl that 
she is?” 
Consequently, six days before Christmas Eve, Josefin is taken to an emergency foster care 
facility in Sunne where each day she has up to seven anxiety outbursts and must be 
restrained. She is “largely unresponsive”, according to the emergency foster care facility 
mother, who gives up after four days. 
 
Those outbreaks in Sunne serve as an eye-opener for social services in Eskilstuna. The 
foster parents demand obedience. This has had a negative effect on Josefin. She is not just 
an angry little girl. She suffers from severe anxiety. 
Now Josefin has to move again. And now it must go right. 
Social services write that Josefin “could be severely damaged if she is forced to move 
between different families”. 



So a decision is made, and it is a turnaround. Josefin is to move home to her father. 
 
To the father that she previously needed to be protected from. Who now says that “his 
commitment to her is unending”. 
Daddy can manage this. Daddy wants this. 
Daddy’s love will save Josefin. 
 
The father. At first I think that I want to remove the father from this story. I think he stands in 
the way. My interest is in Josefin, and the 33 decisions. But this won’t work. 
When Josefin was taken out of her father’s custody, it was also because the father was 
suspected of violence toward another one of his children, which he denied but was later 
convicted of. 
Josefin is seven years old when she returns to him. By then the father is remarried. The 
family agrees to a support program. The methods have names such as MIM, ART, Komet, 
and BOJ. Josefin, the father, and the stepmother play with blocks together and give each 
other candy. Their interaction is great, according to the case workers. 
But Josefin snarls like a dog. 
She scratches and puts herself in a stranglehold. 
She tries to destroy a kitchen. 
Josefin receives the diagnoses ADHD and “attachment disorder”. But the adults can’t seem 
to agree about what help she needs. 
Social services order more family therapy. 
The school principal thinks homeschooling is necessary, as he wants to keep Josefin away 
from the school. 
A doctor says that Josefin is traumatized and should be moved away from the father. 
The father says that Josefin needs medication, an assistant in the school, and therapy. 
The smoldering around Josefin returns, and there are small fires. And after two years with 
her father, the next fire breaks out. 
 
The igniting spark comes as Josefin stands on her mother’s balcony with a knife. She snarls. 
According to the mother, she threatens to kill. Police and social services arrive. 
Now everyone thinks that Josefin must be monitored in a neutral environment. They want 
Josefin to receive help from the Swedish healthcare system’s child psychiatry services, BUP. 
With this, they break the promise that Josefin will “never again have to move”. 
In less than four months, Josefin has seven different residences. It is as if every “no” for 
Josefin can trigger a disaster. She rips, bites, kicks, and throws things. 
Enter the new standard statement: “We cannot guarantee her safety, or that of the other 
children and staff.” 
From this point on, Josefin is considered dangerous, not just for herself. 
She has just turned nine. 
 
I visualize a circle dance around Josefin. The verse of the song they sing begins with 
“You will never move again”, and the chorus is “You are a danger to the staff”. 
 
The dance is out of step. Some evaluate, others make decisions. Even more make 
interpretations, offer opinions, provide treatment, care, or just custody. 
Evaluations are interrupted, because Josefin has to move. 
Treatments are never begun, because no one knows where Josefin is going to move. 
I don’t see a plan. No plan for how Josefin’s trauma should be treated. No plan when, as a 
disturbed two-year old, she was placed in foster homes in the hope that she would be cured. 
But how? 
The fifteenth placement is a youth-treatment home (HVB) in Borlänge. Josefin is still nine 
years old. She says her name is Max and wants boys’ underwear and a real penis. 



She files her nipples to prevent them from growing. 
 
Is Josefin a boy? Nobody knows. Josefin refers to herself as all sorts of people, both boys 
and girls. 
What I know is that you should evaluate a girl who persistently claims to be a boy, in order to 
halt puberty. Boys do not have breasts. Boys do not have menstrual cycles. 
Nothing is done. In Borlänge, they think it’s a good thing when Josefin is content with being a 
girl. When Josefin goes to school wearing mascara, the school administrator writes “Lovely!” 
Josefin’s situation is deteriorating in Borlänge. At the home, they think they know why. When 
Josefin meets her father, she becomes even angrier, more violent, and refers to herself even 
more often as Charlie, Alex, Sam or Emil. 
The father is the main cause of Josefin’s problems, they say. The father “conveys hidden 
messages” that Josefin is going to run away and fight. 
Josefin does best when she does not see her father. 
But she does not get healthier by being away from him. Josefin kicks, bites, runs away, and 
throws stones. 
She pulls her knit cap over her face and speaks English. She sees an angel in the garden. 
And after a year, it all comes to a stop. The manager writes that “the staff is being 
mistreated”. Josefin needs to be removed. 
 
Josefin’s space at the facility is canceled. Her contract has been terminated. I didn’t 
know it was called that: “canceled”. Healthcare companies can enter into a contract for 
the care of Josefin with the promise of “we’ve got this covered”. Not included in that contract, 
however, is how Josefin will be dealt with when the contract is terminated. To “cancel” is the 
right of the health care company. 
And the rights of Josefin? Her human rights, the right to a safe environment, parents, 
attending school? 
Josefin cannot cancel her life. 
 
In Småland, Josefin has a slightly calmer period. She goes to school. She is evaluated–
again! In Linköping. And this time the evaluation is thorough. 
But just one day later, Josefin and some local boys break 17 windows. Josefin is twelve 
years old. This time the fire is so terrible that it cannot be stopped. 
 
I sit at my computer, my Excel spreadsheet a swarm of letters, numbers, colors. Blue is for 
police, red for relocation, orange for suicide attempts, and yellow for diagnoses. I see the 
pattern. Violence and stone throwing mean having to relocate. This is what Josefin has 
learned. I sense the power of a behavior that has become compulsive. 
 
The circle dance picks up speed. In five months, Josefin has lived at eight locations in six 
places, receiving care in between by BUP. 
There is violence, closures, and police arrests. 
It’s a nightmare. 
 
On one occasion, on February 16, 2015, the social welfare officer has to drive to Karlstad to 
pick up Josefin and then turn around and drive south again without knowing where they are 
going. They end up at a hostel. 
I wonder how it must have felt for Josefin that night. In the last month, she has lived in a 
foster home in Katrineholm and, after six days, been moved to a youth-treatment home in 
Hagfors. She has been admitted to two hospitals. She has escaped twice, stood on railway 
tracks, been rescued and ridden in a police car in handcuffs and a spit hood. She has 
encountered at least four police officers, ten in-home caregivers, treatment assistants, and 
administrators. 



Is this when she thinks: “No one wants me?” 
Because that’s what she says sometimes. And she’s right. Everyone wants Josefin to do 
well, and no one wants just Josefin. 
Except, of course, the father. But he is uncooperative, according to social services in 
Eskilstuna now. 
 
Four years go by until suspicions are finally confirmed; at 13 years old, Josefin is diagnosed 
with “mild autism”. The child psychologist who conducts a year-long evaluation (the same 
evaluation that was never completed because Josefin was suddenly moved from Småland to 
Hälsingland) diagnoses Josefin with “dissociative disorder”. She warns: 
“Without qualified psychotherapy, as well as a stable foundation in the form of a secure and 
sustainable living environment with important adults to connect with, the undersigned 
determines that the long-term prognosis for the health and development of (...) is very 
troubling.” 
Naturally, Josefin receives care. Constant care. Frequent admissions to BUP clinics in eight 
cities. Different types of care. A chorus of voices in the circle dance. 
“Josefin has to be autistic.” 
“If it isn’t her social background.” 
“Although it can also be biological, genetically-inherited?” 
“Possibly gender identity disorder...” 
“Severely traumatized!” 
Josefin herself says quite often: “Admit me. At BUP, they can stop me before the fire starts in 
my head.” But BUP doesn’t not want her there. Why? 
I count at least 17 suicide attempts. If Josefin is sick and suicidal, shouldn’t she surely need 
to receive treatment? And then doesn’t she have to be locked up because she always runs 
away? 
Slowly, it dawned on me. For children such as Josefin, there is no form of care. 
 
Every third teenage placement ends with “collapse”, the term used by Swedish social 
services. Collapse is when treatment suddenly stops, without warning. Money is not the 
problem in the case of Josefin. The municipality of Eskilstuna is pouring in money. It doesn’t 
help. Things get worse. Now it is the Smilla home for girls in the province of Södermanland. 
Josefin arrives there in the spring. She is 13. 
The verse repeats. “Now, Josefin, you will never have to move again!” 
Smilla promises miracles. Josefin will be staying in an alarm-equipped apartment with eight 
staff members on hand. 
There are four suicide attempts, five police interventions, and at least three incidents of 
medical restraint. 
Cancellation. 
Collapse. 
Smilla calls one Sunday and says that Josefin is to be picked up the same evening. (It turns 
out that the shortcomings at Smilla are so significant that they are forced to close.) 
 
Josefin is then brought to Lövsta, a locked state institution for older teens. It is the only 
option. Two locked bare rooms with bolted-down furniture. “Treatment in seclusion” is what it 
is called, but many others say detention. 
Josefin makes drawings. Slashed arms. Railway tracks. An angel. 
The situation is dire. Now the municipality of Eskilstuna decides to try something completely 
new. Josefin is taken on as a case for adult care services, social psychiatry services, which 
do not usually work with children. A specially-equipped living facility is arranged. There, she 
will live behind armored glass with her own personal team of assistants. Social 
psychiatry cannot cancel Josefin. At least one hopes they can’t. 
 



The story of Josefin is ongoing at the time of writing: running away, longing for death, 
despair. No one knows anymore if Josefin has, from the beginning, had diagnoses that could 
explain the whole catastrophic journey. Or if the social care system created the situation. 
 
Josefin knows that I am writing this article. She wants to be an ordinary girl, or boy, with 
family and friends. She says, “I do not want to be a freak.” She says, “All adults are stupid” 
and “What’s wrong with everyone?” 
 
Footnote: Josefin is not her real name. 
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