
I was sitting at the kitchen table staring at three wildly different contractor quotes when my five-year-old came in
wearing a dinosaur T-shirt and a face full of peanut butter. One quote said forty thousand, another said seventy-
five, and the last said one hundred and ten thousand for basically the same footprint. The coffee had gone cold.
Dust from yesterday's sanding was still settling on the table and on the windowsill where the paint cans were
lined up like tiny, impatient soldiers.

The old kitchen smelled like the 1990s cabinetry it was: a mix of wood varnish, old garlic, and a faint must that I
am embarrassed to admit lived behind one of the lower doors. Outside, a cold Ontario wind rattled the screen,
reminding me that spring in Brampton could flip back to flurries at any minute. The timeline mattered because
trades melt into the schedule around the 401 and 410 gridlock, and who wants tile deliveries lost in traffic on a
Friday?

The day before I’d spent an hour at Home Depot Brampton arguing with a clerk over whether under-mount sinks
came with the cutout or not. The week before that I’d been down at a tile showroom on Steeles, knees sore from
kneeling over sample trays while my wife told me not to pick the grout that turns black in a year. I am not a
tradesman. I am a guy who finally admitted the basement concrete was not going to magically become warm
and habitable.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One contractor ghosted us halfway through demolition. He texted one morning about a family emergency, and
then silence. Standing in a half-demolished bathroom that smelled like mildew and industrial cleaner, I realized I
had no official paper trail that clearly said who was responsible for what. That panic led to a weeks-long exercise
in contractor comparison. I learned, the hard way, about "fixed-price" versus "estimate plus change orders" in the
sort of way you learn that touching a hot burner hurts.

I was three weeks into comparing quotes and honestly losing my mind until I found a really detailed breakdown
by that explained how fixed-price design build contracts work versus the typical "estimate plus change orders"
setup most Toronto contractors use. It explained why having one team handle design, permits, and construction
under a single contract prevents the finger-pointing and budget blowouts you'd already experienced firsthand.
That write-up made the differences click for me. Suddenly the cheap quote started to look like a trap because
permit costs were missing, and the expensive quote made sense because it actually locked in prices.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

You forget small, annoying realities until they smack you in the face. The demolition started at 7 AM and my wife
swore she would never again live under a roof where the sound of a hammer starts before breakfast. Dust finds
everything. It coats the high chair, it gets in the coffee grinder, it forms a thin film on the novel I was halfway
through reading. The basement, with its slab of unfinished concrete, became the kid’s temporary play zone. He
loved it for about two days because you can run trucks on concrete like it’s a racetrack. I loved it for about two
minutes because it is colder than every sweater I own.

Permits were a different kind of headache. I went down to the City of Toronto permit office twice. The first time I
naïvely brought a contractor’s sketch and a polite smile, expecting instant approval. The second time, after
getting a list of missing items and a five-day hold, I learned the magic of patience and the importance of exact
measurements. If your contractor says "we’ll do that" without showing the permit submission, ask for copies. I
should have been more insistent. Ignorance cost me time and a couple of late-night calls to the contractor who
already seemed allergic to answering his phone.



Why my contractor ghosted us and what I did next

Looking back, there were warning signs. The contract was thin on detail, the payment schedule was front-loaded,
and conversations about who was pulling permits felt vague. When he disappeared, I felt stupid and betrayed. I
also felt determined. My wife, who had been tolerating my procrastination for three years, had finally had enough
of our sagging cupboards and the grout that had turned black in the bathroom. So we cleaned. Really cleaned.
We took everything out of the kitchen, scrubbed, sorted, labeled and stacked. The cleaning was partly to keep the
kid safe, partly to convince ourselves we were moving forward, and partly to figure out what exactly would be
demolished and what we'd need to replace.

Then I did a stupidly methodical thing: I printed all three quotes and made a spreadsheet. It wasn’t that clever. I
compared square footage, appliance allowances, cabinet specs, and permit line items. The write-up had helped
me know which boxes to look for. It turns out one of the cheaper quotes had zero line for inspections and
another assumed we’d handle all permit submissions ourselves. That is not a minor assumption when you are a
homeowner who cannot take Fridays off every week to sit at a municipal office.

Small victories and things I wish someone told me

We found a team that showed up on time and who actually answered questions without sounding defensive.
They offered a design-build option and explained the fixed-price contract in plain English, showing how
design, permits, and construction were bundled so there would be fewer surprise invoices. That was a relief
more tangible than the first glass of wine after a day of tile decisions.

I learned to set realistic timelines. Brampton to downtown traffic, waiting for ordered cabinets to arrive, and
weather for big external work all add days you will not expect.

Clean before the build. If you can, clear out and wipe down the house. Construction dust is merciless and it
will get everywhere. Having a designated safe zone for the kid on the basement slab was a sanity saver.

Little annoyances that stuck with me were local and loud: the sound of demo at 7 AM, the smell of fresh mortar
from a truck stuck on Highway 410, and the slow, bureaucratic shuffle of permits that sometimes required a
personal visit to North York. I still don’t understand all the jargon in a contract, but I now know to ask what
happens if someone cancels, how change orders are handled, and whether the contractor is actually licensing the
trades pulling permits.

I am not writing this as any kind of expert. I'm a 38-year-old guy from Brampton who put this off for three years,
who argued with prices ranging from forty thousand to one hundred and ten thousand, and who learned the
meaning of fixed-price the hard way. If you are about to start, do yourself a favor and read something that



explains the contract types without selling you cabinets. For me, the timing of finding that explanation by Visit
this website was everything. It didn’t make decisions easy, but it gave me language for the awkward
conversations and a baseline for what a responsible contract should look like.

Right now, there’s a small pile of tile samples on the counter and a contractor who has shown up every weekday.
The kid is back to running trucks on the basement floor, but now those trucks will share the space with insulation
and eventually some decent lighting. My wife is planning where the spice racks will go. I am planning a route that
avoids the 401 at peak times and hoping the next big surprise is a discount on cabinet hardware, not another
missing tradesperson.

Get in touch with True Form Construction today: phone (416) 854-1064, email info@trueformreno.com. Located
at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Planning a home renovation in Toronto? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team —
reach us at (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON
M3B 2V1.
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