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Stealing Home: 
Three Scenes Towards a Theory 

COLIN RIPLEY 
Ryerson University 

Betra!al. theft. and liomosexualitj a re  the basic subjects of this 
boolL1 

SCESE OKE: THE F.4MILY-MACHINE 

The thief malks silentlj up to the door and puts his hag on the 
ground. He ha. been natchirig the house for some time, getting 
to lalo\\ it lilre one might get to ltriow a lo\ er: it rnoods. its fears. 
itc ~hi teness .  its emptiness. I see his  hand caress the vhite 
pilotis as he ~ a l k s  past the111. I feel his h e a t  beating in the 
ecstas! of the act. 

He opens his bag and takes out h is  pick. Gentlj. but \+it11 
strength. he  penetrates the keyhole. Tlie house starts to moan. 
silentl! to itself. but I can hear it, a n d  he  can too. U it11 expert 
fingers he  caresses the pick in the loch until the door swings 
open. and the first penetration is echoed b j  a second. as t h ~  
thief enters the house. 

The thief. in this fictional scene of architectural x iolation uhich 
I hale invented. is Jean Genet. French nolelist. pla!-wright. 
homosexual. and thief. subject of studies b! Sartre and Derrida. 
The house, as some of !ou niaj have guessed. is Le Corbusier's 
T illa S a ~ o i e  at Poiss!. uhich ib. more  perhaps than an! other. 
the ironic modern house. It is. in a sense. and it is in this sense 
that I nil1 be speahing of it in this tallL. the House of 
-1rchitecture. The scherne of this scene ia aimple: the thief 
hrealrs into the house of architecture to .teal meaning. 

Oul thief is unlil\el! to haxe studied a~chitectural theoq. but 
elen he is likel! on opening the steel do01 of the house to 
re( ognize that he is in a house lilie feu othe~h - if i n d ~ e d  he  
realize* it is a house at all. % i t h  the ostentatiousl\ placed 
garage (and perhaps he has seen cars rnalting the spiral 
ent~ance). the \+ashhasin in the foyer. the atail pressing down 
like a bcren holding the uppel floors to the pound. the house 
\+ill appear more l i l e  a fact017 - or r n a j l ~ e  a machine. Pi hich of 

course is reall! sa!ing nothing. since we all Itno14 tha t  the howe 
\+as. for Le  Corbusier. just that: a ~na rh ine  for living in. But 
\+hat does that mean. exactl!? 

Le Corbusier g i ~  es us a bit of a clue on the next-to-last page of 
Touards a he \+  Architecture. In speaking of the m a n  of todaj - 
that is. of 1925 - Le Corbusier malies the claim that 

... his town. his street. his house. or his flat rise u p  against 
him useless. hinder him from follo~+ing the same path in 
his leisure that he pursues in his vorli. hinder h im from 
follox4ing in his leisure the organic d e ~ e l o p ~ n e n t  of his 
existence. 1% hich i. to create a famil! and to live. like el er\ 
anirnal on  this earth and like all men of all ages. an 
organized famil! life.' 

In other words. the "li~ing'" that the house is to b e  a machine 
for. is first and fo~emost the life of the f a ~ n i l ~  - t h a t  is. for Le 
Corbusier writing in 1925. a life centered around procreation. 
an explicitlj hete~osexual life. U e could then thinlr of the 
house-machine as a kind of sociod!namic engine operating on 
a principle not unlike the Carnot cjcle. \+here difiering 
resen oirs - in this case the male and the female - engage in 
carefullj controlled fluid exchanges resulting in a ne t  p~oduc- 
tiori of some sort of rnerm \+hich n e  could call for t he  rnornent -. 
the family. B e could even drau a representation of this schenie 
in terms of the section of the house. \+ith (at S a ~ o i e )  the 
(arguably) male domain of the ground floor dominated b! the 
chauffeur arid galage. the (arpabl!) fe~riale realm of the loof 
garden (this \+as after all Zladanle Saloie's boudoir in an earl! 
scheme for the hoube). the la!er of interchange. or  catal!tic 
la!er of the  main floor in which the famil! relations pla! out. 
and. of course. the two diesirriilar rnodes of ~ e r t i c a l  transpo~ta- 
tion. the ramp and the stair. which between thern complete the 
circuit. assuring tlic I l o ~  of e n e r g :  the ramp up. t he  stair do~+n.  

Tlie analysis is c ~ u d e ,  I admit. and the results are not 
particularlj surpri4ng. Ifter all. the illa Sa\ oie comes squarel! 
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out of a domestic tradition vhit l i  is c\plicitl! a getidered 
tradition (although tladitional diacour-e regarding tlie house in 
19th renturl Francc tend? t o  andhze the llouae in telms of 
zone* of -?paration - the  l~lteriol ds the realm of the female. the 
exteliol a+ the dorridiri 01 the  male - lathe1 than a6 a single 
zone of inteicoulse). I ~ \ou ld  suggest that the \ illa S ~ T  oie acta 
as an e\ceptionall~ deal  ie-pl e-entdtion. a distillation if ,ou 
lil'e. of the t\ pit al: I eadinp the  \111d as a sociod\riamic engirie 
opens up for us t h e  extent to whicli all llouies ale designed to 
functi~ri  as such engine*. Such a reading al-o taiaea a prime 
q u e h n .  hince oul  thief. if r \e  idelitif:, hini vith Jean Genet is 
not sirriplj a thief but  (and perhaps fllst) a hornose\ual: \chat 
then is the role. t h e  poaition. the locus of the pet.on ~ h o  does 
not participate in the pioducti\ e cl cle mithin the familj - 
machine? One answer to this question is simp11 none. Genet. - .  
therefore. as a homosexual. cannot lile in a house. Genet. it 
seems. vi th one exception. never did: he  lixed in orphanages. 
reformatories. prisons. jails. hotels. huts. d i ~ e s  - but ne \er  a 
house (although it seems he designed and had built at least - - 
two-nhich he  g a l e  a\\a:, as  gifts to former loters on the 
occasion of their marriages ). % ith. as I said. one exception: as 
a small child he lix ed  for some t h e  in a foster home in a \illage 
in tlie lucergne. And elen there. exen as a child. Genet \$as 
uncomfortable in the  house: what lie describes rhapsodically in 
hot le  Dame des Fleurs is not the house. but the outhouse 
where he ~ o u l d  find his refuge. lrid it u a s  here. in this house. 
that the etent  nhicli Sartre makes claim for as the founding 
e ~ e n t  of Genet's career took place: he was discolered in the  act 
of atealing. Genet \\as named - became - a thief4 . 

But this too is simpl! recognition. The house is both participant 
in and constructor oi an econo~nicb of sexual desire uhich  is. 
because of its necessarj connection to the  role of the famil:,. 
explicitlj a heterosexual economics. The  homose\ual is not 
seen to participate in this economj. 1 orse still. the homosexual 
d i~e r t s  sexual e n e r a  a\ \aj  from the famil!. in othel words. 
ana! from norl i  useful to sotietj. In other woidb. the 
homose~ual  acts as a source of fiiction in the domestic c\cle. 
btealirig awaj energ!. For Genet (and not onlj for Genet), to be 
a horriosexual is ahead! and alva!s to be  thief - and it is the 
house. the familj-machine. that has produced this situation. 

l n d  io it is \\it11 our  thief at Po i s s~ :  lie lurlis. he hides. he  ma\ 
or ma! riot l~reali  in - it doesn't matter. He need not steal goods 
in order to be a thief. although lie ma! want to do so in order to 
fullill his destiri,. So Me place him in tlie house: u e  irnagine 
him hiding out on the roof terrace. 1 e see signa of his - 
occupation in the  othmtise e~npt! house. R e  imagine him 
matching scenes of farnil! life on the terrace belo\\. 1 e imagine 
late-night rendez-\ouq uith Sa\oie Fils. on the roof terrace. in 
the realni of ZIadame. of the mothel. or perhaps f urtix e liisaes 
nith tlie chauffeur on the stair. B e  imagine this ghostl! 
prebence. in the house hut riot of it. r\riting in his furti1 e nights 
as he hides aria! on the roof his great no\el of longing. of 
unhorneliness. of transfot~nation. ot prison. of this prison: 

Thcrc alc tl~ings on(' rould -a> al)out de4riieh. but note tlie 
.trange~ie+ of that 01 t n ~ n a c t e r i ~ b  arid aljl~e!a (vhich prisone~s 
tall the bee): jails and preferabl! state prisons! ront re~aul t .  
Clair\au\. Poiss! !' 

SCEKE TR 0: THE LN-HOUSE 

Jean Genet's plaj Les Ronnes (The AIaids). first produced il l  

1947. oprnc \\it11 a siniple domestic wene set in \ladame's 
houdoir. Madame is being dressed \\it11 the assi3tarlce of her 
maid. Claile. The  scene. nhich  open* as a ritual. degenerate? as 
the tr\o wornen argue o ~ e r  names and details until the maid is 
literall! ahout to strangle Madame. The maid is about to 
achiex e her transformati\ e destiny through this ritualistic 
murder - about to. but destin) is frustrated just at the critical 
moment b:, the ringing of an alarm cloth. a ringing which 
immediatel! throws the pla! into a tertiginous chute. The 
opening ritual of the pla! is s h o ~ + n  to be false: both maid and 
mistress are actuall~ maids. and sisters: Claire. ~ h o  plajed 
\ladame, and Solange. I\ ho  plaj  ed Claire. One impersonates 
the mistress. the other her  own sister. Further. the  stage 
directions require that the t ~ o  maids are to be pla!ed by bojs. 
and b j  bojs instructed to act badly. But the maids. in acting out 
their ritual. uould act badly: the! are not plofessional actresses. 
hut maids. 4n a b ~ s s  starts to open. 

Khich  onh deepens. The opening ritual of the play is then 
reenacted. \\it11 the "real" mistress and ~s i th  the maids plajing 
"themsel~es." Gestures become quotable arid quoted. breaking 
up the naturalness and continuity of the piece. Lines are quoted 
vithout quotation marlis. The  actors are suspended not aboxe 
but within a \aid of their o ~ n  rnaliing. Or rather. a l o id  of their 
own pretense. a xoid opened u p  through the performance. 

It is important for our purposes to lemernher that the locus of 
this ablss. tlie apace in which it opens up. is a domestic space: 
indeed. it is perhaps the most prikate and intimate of spaces. it 
i, hIadame', dressing-room. ~ i t h  the required propa and 
costumes to be fourid in Madame"s closet. The t\+o maids nluit 
be uriderstood as eysential component3 of this space: unlike 
\fadame. \tho is able to come arid go. arid \Ioriaieur. v h o  
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indeed nexer yet- toot in tlic housr  (dlthough lie ma! in idc t he 
in pi-on). the maids (clnriot k a l e  the  Iooni. let alone the 
hou-e. We could - since T\e are after all tlis~ussing Genet - sa! 
that tlie maid? ale pliwrlela in t h r  house. hut I thirili it is 
equal l~  the case that the house cannot function uithout the 
maid\. 01 rathcr. that the rnaids form a constitliti~e element of 
the  h0u.e. Without the maid+. tlie house ~ o u l d  in some w i s e  
ceasr to exist. '4 it11 the maids. the house onh exist? as a 
perpetual scene of danger. onl! kept in check - and onlj just - 
I,\ the litualized rnuldeii ~ a u i e d  out  h j  the maid.. 

Indsmuch as thi- play is about d is -p la~.  about opening up to 
vie\\ the closet. revealing the  ab!ss of reflection and role- 
plajing. an ideal setting for such a scene ~ \ o u l d  haxe to be a 
house \+hich puts its interior on displaj. T11ere is of courqe one 
house. in fact a close contemporarj oi The Ilaids. nliich 
perhaps more than an\ resenlbles the  Plexiglas box in a 
museum used to displa! an artifact: Phillip Johnson's Glass 
House of 1949. The Glass House, of course. open5 up a loid of 
its oun uithin tlie tradition of the domestic. and a least a two- 
headed ~ o i d :  on the one hand. the incessant transparenu calls 
into question all of the notions of privacy so dear to the heart of 
a t  leakt h e r i c a n  domesticit!: there remains no 'G rightian c o z ~  
nooL near the hearth. On the other hand. the glass becomes 
inhabited u i th  multiple reflections. filling this domestic space 
with a domestic scene \\hi& is virtual. multiple. and fragrnent- 
ed. If the fenetres a l o n p e i  at Saaoie Itere for looking out of. 
turning the xilla into a \latch-tower looking out oler the 
landscape, the glass walls at R j m  Canaan had a dual purpose: 
for loolung in. exposing the domestic to  ~ie1.l. eli~ninating the 
role of the thief: and for looking at through the fractured image 
of that same domestic scene in uhich  the  line bet~leen the real 
and the \irtual. the real and the simply made up blurs. 

This line of argument can he taken further. for just like the 
maids in Genet's play. the Glass House has a siqter. a kind of 
twin: Vies \ a n  der Rohe's Farnsuorth House. These tno  houses 
mirror each other. pla! off each other. even. to some extent. 
impersonate each other. What is more. just like the two sisters. 
these t ~ o  houses are impostrrs. or should Me sa! actors: neither 
of them is reall! a house. I mean this first of all in the simple 
sense that neither is designed to be l i ~ e d  in. The! are pa\ilions. 
buildings uhich maj tr! on the clothes of domestitit!. but linou 
that nhen the alarm cloch rings. the! must go back to being 
what the\ are. The Glass House. indeed. is not e~ en a house in 
the sense of being a place in ~ h i c h  to sleep: farnousl\. the 
sleeping quarters are in a separate space. underground and out 
of site (indeed, in this sense the glass house onl! pla!s at dis- 
pla!). More to the point. in terms of this discussion. howmer. is 
that neither house is a house in the  sense of being a machine 
for houqing the farnil!. \either is a locale in which the do~nestic 
a=  a real actkit! can be achie\ed other than ah a temporan. 
perhapi ritualistic. plaj. Of rourse. t he  same tan be said for 
Sa\oie. uhich uas not in fact the Machine for Living In - a 
phrase \\ hich Le Corhusier used to designate mass-production 

hou-es - hut a one-of1 ~ i l l a .  and in fact a ueehend house. The! 
ale. in fact. non-houses. 

R hicli. of course. should corne aa no sulpri-e: no-one xzould 
accuse Philip Johnson - or IIiea. for that matter - of holding 
great faith in tlie %merican m!th of the faniilj. The name  that 
does irrnnediatel! spring to nlind \then one thinlis of modern 
domestic architecture is. of courae. F ran l~  Llold T5 right. \\ho 
aumrned up his ideas ahout new domestic architccture in a 3et 
ot nine points in a papel entitled simpl! ""Prairie %rchitecture." 
T5 hile B riglit ma! be interesting to this discussion on a number 
oi other grounds (after all. a scene not unlike that described in 
The Maids actualh did take place. de~astatingly. a t  Taliesin in 
lugust  1914). m! real point here is simplj that it would b e  hard 
to imagine a house nliich more fully satisfied Bright's nine 
points than Philip Johnson's Glass House. To take onlj  t he  first 
of W right's points: 

FIRST - To reduce the number of necessaq parts of t h e  house 
and the separate rooms to a minimu~n. and make all come 
together as enclosed space - so dixided that light, air. and lista 
permeated the  \thole uith a sense of  unit^^. 

The Glass House f o l l o ~ s  this ideal to the letter and perhaps to 
the point of absurdit!. reducing the parts of the house arguabl! 
to one. eliminating in the process the differential reserxoirq 
required for t he  operation of the sociod!na~nic engine. Hence. 
as rnuch as the  glass house sits outside of the domestic 
tradition. it a t  the same time sits squarely inside tha t  same 
tradition. again like Claire and Solange in the domestic scene of 
Rladame's Boudoir. creating through its ritual malie-helie\e a 
scene of danger onl! kept in check b j  its adherence to  thobe 
1 er! rituals. T h e  un-house. the anti-domestic. is not i n  itself a 
threat. 

SCEKE THREE: PLAYING HOUSE 

On June 11 of 2003. the Ontario Court of lppeals in Toronto. 
Canada. struck doun as unconstitutional legislation ~ h i c l l  
defined rnarriage as -'the union of one man and one woman to 
the exclusion of all others."" In so doing. the court opened up 
the possibilit! for same-sex rnarriage in Ontario. a right which 
uill lilielj soon he extended to the rest of Canada. 

The ruling also unleashed a storm of contro\ersj: in fact. 
v 

opinion is fairl! dixided in Canada in regards to the  issue of 
same-sex marriage (althougl~ d i ~  ided, act ording to pollsters. 
heax il! on demographic lines. ~t ith older Canadians being 
particularlj opposed arid ! ounger Canadians heing particularl! 
in falor). For about a month after the ruling. our nenspapers 
and talk-shov s \\eIe full of editorials. letters to the  editor. 
paasionate callers. and so on. arguing man! sides of t h e  issue. 
To 1111 adrnittedl, biased e \ e  and ear. the distussion seemed far 
more passionate on the side of those opposed to same-sex 
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marriage. .4s early as Juric 12. for example. Ralph 1l;leirl; 
Premier of' .-11l)erta. promised to use the constitution"s -*notwith- 
standing clause" to o\crride marriage rights for pa!s and 
lesbians. should they be  legislated I n  Ottawa. 

Furtliei. the arguliients oppovd to same-sex marriage tool' on. 
as the dchate wore on. an incrrasirigl! a h a c t  tone. These 
arguments tended to f o l l o ~  f i \  e lines of thought: 

1. The proldem is the plocess - that judges ( ~ h o  are riot 
elected in Canada) should not he al lo~ted to challrrige 
legislation (uliich is. of courfe. p~ecisel! the role of the  
judicial3): 

2 .  That marriage has  alva!s been ahout the famil) and 
about procreation. arid that to a l l o ~  homosexuals to 
niarr! mould therefore somehov debase the institution: 

3. That the word marriage has alway been defined in terms 
of one man and one woman. and maintaining the time- 
honoured meaning of a nord  is more important that 
maintaining the  constitutional rights of people: 

4. That legalizing same-sex unions is to run rough-shod 
01-er the rights of religious institutions to not recognize 
such unions: and 

3. That legalizing same-sex marriage is something \\e must - - 
not do as it may cause a worsening of relations b e t ~ e e n  
Canada and the  Ynited States. 

I ha l e  not been ahle to  find an example of a piece (although 
there are no doubt some out there) uhich takes issue with the 
substance of the court's judginerit. nor one uhich  claims that 
va! s and lesbians do not  desen e the rights and p r i ~  ileges u hich 
C .  

are associated with marriage. In fact. this is the part of the 
situation which is for m e  the most puzzling. G q s  and lesbians 
in Canada alreadg ha\ e. and ha1 e had for some j ears, the right 
to '-domestic partnerships"' ~ th i ch  gile. in fact. all of the rights 
and pri~ileges pertaining to marriage - except the right to use 
the nord marriage. In other \\ords. it would seem that the fight 
for rights has alreadj been won - or lost. depending on how \ou  
h o b  at it - some time ago. and vith relati1 el) little contro~ersy. 
So ~ h y  is it that this last point. the sjmholic point. the one 
about the ~ \ o r d .  is t he  one that raises the passions? 

I n d  of course. nha t  does thib haxe to do \\it11 architecture? 

In his peudo-autobiographical no\ el. RIiracle of tlie Rose. Jean 
Genet desc~ihes in some detail the Colonie Ig r i cde  
Penitentiaire de Ilettra!. in vhich Genet spent some gears as a 
!outh. Genet describes thi. Colonie. or Reformatoq (north! of 
itud! in its own right in light of nineteenth centur! French 
Iltopiani~m) in terms of the social relationships (real o r  
imagined) that arose hetueen and among the colonists. The Irej 
ir  a statement x\hich the  Director rnalte~ to Genet on his first 
da\ at Vrttra?: -'...You \\ill riot he urihapp!. The other b o ~ s . .  . 
The Vettra! Colon! is riot d penitential?. it'? a big fami1g."- 

I3ut t l ~ e  I)irc.ctot'< u o ~ d i  ring fa1.e: IIrttia! u d k  not iarnil!. 
could not I n  ome a iarnil~ except tllrough thc -oc id1 ~c~ldtion- 
ship. and the imaginations of the coloriists. It 1. iri t l~ic ietting 
that \\e 1n11.t understand the l!iical passage in \ihicli Genet 
d e c ~  ibes liic rnocl, nlariiage to aiiothes coloniit. L)i\ el>. This 
is the. 1i1 st of the t~ o cent1 a] trari.formati~ e sc  enei in the no\ el. 
the t~~nstormatiori  of Genet into the  h i d e  of I h e r s .  ~ t h i c h  
cdrrie* \\ith it the tra~isfo~rnatiori of the colonists into a 
yml~olic famil!. arid hence the transformation of \lettraj. this 
thee-.tore> ~ h i t e  stone structure. into a lioure. The  mock 
wedding. \\bile fictitious. has real effect. in that it a l lo~ts  the  
coloni~ts to superpose their o ~ n  structure on that of the Colony. 
to claim o ~ n e l s h i p  o\ er it. 

And this confusion. this exchange of status b e t ~ e e n  the real 
and the fictional is. I think. precisely at the root of t he  
control ersg ox er g q  marriage in Canada. for the marriage of 
tmo people in our contemporal? societ) is at loot no difierent 
from the '-marriage"' of t ~ o  colonists a t  Jlettra!: it is simply a 
conlention. agleed upon b j  a group of people to ha le  a certain 
meaning. 4nd ldte the two colonists. this marriage has a distinct 
effect: it. along ~ t i t h  other institutions like it. is constitutile of 
our wcietg . Hove\ er. unlihe the marriage in Genet'r no\ el. 
marriage in our society cannot admit its con\entional basis. but  
muit posit itself as foundational. o r  natural. or in some other 
maj necessarl. To do ottienzise would b e  to call into question 
the Ter! nature of o u ~  societ). 

Which brings me to  the crux of my  argument: if after t he  
preceding two scenes I still need to make  the point that this an  
architectural issue. I will try to do so now bluntly by claiming 
that the pri~nary role of architecture is to establisll and 
reinforce the notion that our institutions are necessa?. real. 
and permanent. .Architecture is able to  do this because it is 
itself one of these very institutions, positing itself as having 
those same characteristics: necessity: reality. and permanence. 
9rchitecture. in order to maintain this position - and excuse me 
for saying it. but this fiction - must deny the extent to which 
the merely constructed. the imaginary. and the transient sit a t  
the ~ e r y  core of our ideas ahout architecture. 

Arid io it is the case uith the house. which is b! ton~entiori. b j  
d i~ ip l ine .  both the architectural manifestation of the i~iqtitu- 
tion of marriage and the niachine for procreation. for l i~ i r ig  in 
~ i t h  the famil!. If the  homosexual i n  such a house can onl! b e  
a thief. stealing erierg horn tlie sjstem. diluting tlie ahilit! of 
the ma( hine to do the ~ o r k  of societ?. then the role of two 
hon~oievuals l i ~ i n g  together as a couple in the machine is 
wolse. it is a aham. it is rnalie-believe. The  tno men. or two 
mornen. are like the  actresses in The  Maids. ~nasqueradirig iirst 
as edch other arid then as the -'missing" gende~ in older to  
participate in an el ent ~ l i i c h  the) t l iemsehes ha\ e shifted trom 
the leal to the ritualistic preciscl~ through thi- contusion of 
identit!. Same-hex marriage. then. can  onl! he v e n  a< a parod! 
of -"leal" mattiage. a djsfunctional a n d  onanibt~c performance 
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of' its rituals. It is see11 a> not r~ecessarl-. hut play: as not real. but 
imagined: as not p l ~ i a r i e n t .  but a> trar~sicnt arid ~ ~ i t l i o u t  
founclatio~i. It ic euartl! \+hat -'realh' rnar~idge posits itvU as not. 
Hence. to accept uriiorib of ga!s or lesl~ians as othel. to g i ~ e  
these unions a name other than rrralliage, does not threaten. 
just a s  Johnwn's Glas> IIouse doe3 riot threaten 1,: ~ i r t u r  of it* 
otherness irr ~ d a t i o n  to the --real'* domestic site. To accept 
same-sex rnal I idge a i  marriage. h o ~  e l  er. is to e x p e  the 
corlstruc-tetl, t o m  entiorral nature of all marriage. to urilocl~ the 
door for Inole change. to question the ounership of the 
institution. For this is. aftw all. \$hat the argument is about: 
o\triership. plopertj. arid therefore. theft. B hat is not clear to 
me. an!Inore. is who plays the role of the thief? 
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