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      The house on Buchanan Street was just as awful as I feared it would be. The whole street was filled with two-story painted brick houses that were no doubt something to behold back in their heyday (circa 1910 based on the columns and balconies out front). Now, because they were so close to the university, too many of them had been rented out to students. The grass was dappled with beer cans. Windows that had likely seen the last days of Prohibition were now obstructed by hand-painted banners with Greek letters. In general, I tried not to drive down these streets because it was so infuriating to imagine what the insides of these houses looked like.

      I knew what they should have inside: carved crown molding, clawfoot tubs and art-deco tile. Long cherry tables that sat eight to ten dinner guests and mahogany chairs with ball-and-claw feet.

      What they actually held were overstuffed couches that had been plucked from the curbs. Dining rooms and sitting rooms had been split apart to make more bedrooms, the sheetrock thrown up so hastily that the nails were popping out. Original hardwood floors had been overlaid with vinyl flooring that was easy to clean and then tear out later.

      I parked on the opposite side of the street and reached for my coffee. Mike sat next to me, sending one more text message while holding a doughnut in his teeth. He was thirty-five but didn’t look it. He’d been working for my father for five years and had quickly earned his respect—a feat I had never been able to accomplish in all of my thirty-one years. I’d spent the last ten working for my father in his house-flipping business, but I was the only one on the team who hadn’t been allowed to take the lead on a project.

      “You think they’ve got the grossest parts done with?” I asked.

      Mike grinned, and a blob of crème filling dropped from the doughnut onto his shirt. “Enza, you’re a far cry from a girlie girl but saying things like ‘grossest’ gets you awfully damn close.”

      “My father knows I hate cleaning up after frat boys more than anything else in this world.”

      Mike wiped the cream from his shirt and licked his finger. “Still mad at you, is he?”

      I took a sip of coffee and cringed as a pile of debris sailed out of the upstairs window and into the trash bin below. There was a crash, then a puff of dust that rose like a cloud.

      “We should have hazmat suits,” I said.

      “It won’t be that bad.”

      I snorted. “Don’t you remember what your college apartment was like at the end of the semester?”

      He popped the last bit of doughnut into his mouth and sighed. “Why’d you have to go and ruin a perfectly average morning? Don’t you know that sometimes you just need to go in with zero expectations?”

      There was another crash as chunks of linoleum fell from the window.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      The house we were flipping was on the corner, on the fringe of the fraternity houses. It had been rented to students as well, but mercifully it hadn’t been split into apartments. It was a hearty Italianate style, with a couple of bedrooms upstairs, a sunroom full of windows off the kitchen, and hand-carved decorative trim on the outside eaves. If I could have picked it up and moved it about eight blocks away, I’d have lived in it myself.

      The house had gone into foreclosure, so my father had bought it for nearly nothing. He was flipping it (or more accurately, his crew was flipping it) with the hopes of selling it as a single-family home. One thing I admired about my father was his tenacity. He hated to see these houses decline as much as I did, and he took every opportunity to salvage them from landlords who ushered them into disrepair.

      But here’s the thing about a foreclosure: People leave the house all hacked off, which means it’s the worst kind of wreck when we get inside. They leave behind dirty clothes, garbage, litter boxes, a refrigerator full of rotting food. When the inhabitants are students leaving at the end of the semester, then the landlord has exactly zero cares about what’s left behind—in fact, it seems the landlord instructs those tenants to leave everything, just as an additional salute to the bank. Unfortunately, that doesn’t affect the bank. A house sold “as-is” means that the lucky buyer inherits all of its filth. That’s the price you pay for getting a house ultra-cheap. You have to be willing to deal with all of the grossness in the beginning in order to reap the benefits in the end.

      And in the end, I’m usually happy with our results. Dad’s team takes these houses that might as well have “do not resuscitate” stamped on their doors and transforms them into homes again. The feeling of triumph that comes when I walk through a house we’ve finished almost makes up for all the hassle I have with my father.

      Almost.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, Dad’s first-string crew was working on the upstairs, tearing out carpet from the bedrooms. They sent Mike and me downstairs to rip up the linoleum in the kitchen. It was only spring, but it felt like summer. Even with the air conditioner on, we sweat through our clothes in minutes.

      Most of the linoleum was a beige pattern that looked like woven straw, but some sections had a geometric pattern done in gold and olive green, apparently left exposed by the removal of an appliance or an island. As we shoved the stove into the hallway, we unearthed a section of bright orange and brown.

      “Look,” Mike said, “it’s like a time capsule for floor covering. Hello, 1975.”

      “Guess it was too much trouble to move these the first time around,” I said. I was hardly surprised by people’s laziness any more.

      Mike tossed me a crowbar, and we started at opposite corners of the kitchen, prying up the scarred linoleum.

      This was day three of demo, so I was spared the most gruesome of the frat-boy fallout. Mike had been on this project from the start, but my father had switched me over to this house after I’d made the executive decision to enhance the curb appeal at his last flip, across the way in a historic part of Durham, North Carolina. I’d spent eight hundred dollars on landscaping, which included sod, some hedges and a crepe myrtle tree to add a splash of color to a grim little lot that had about three feet of yard all the way around it. The house was cute enough—a small two-story with a new porch—but it needed some plants in the yard as proof that life forms could actually survive there. My father had stopped me when I had a landscaper plot out a small flower bed by the porch and bring a truckload of wood chips. I had two pallets of daylilies and hostas in the back of my company pickup truck, which he’d insisted I return for a full refund.

      “That was money wasted,” my father had barked, glaring at my grass-stained jeans. “And you set us back three days.”
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