| was sitting at the kitchen table with three wildly different quotes staring back at me, the sun long gone and the
house smelling faintly of paint and leftover coffee. My five-year-old was asleep upstairs, the drywall dust from
that afternoon's demo still glittering on the table like bad confetti. One quote said 40,000 and looked almost
apologetic. Another said 110,000 and included a line item for "client design whims" that made me laugh and then
feel guilty. The third used the phrase fixed-price and actually had a number that matched the scope they circled
in their drawings. | pinched the bridge of my nose and thought, how did something as simple as replacing 1990s

oak cabinets turn into this?

The kitchen had been original since we moved into the semi-detached in Brampton. Yellowed cabinet doors,
laminate counters that peeled at the seams, and a sink that always dribbled. The basement was raw concrete,
echoing every footstep, a place my kid liked to zoom toy cars across the floor because it was finally flat. The
upstairs bathroom grout had gone black in the corners and no amount of scrubbing fixed it. We had put this off

for three years, telling ourselves "next summer" through two winters and one pandemic. Then enough was

enough.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The cheapest contractor was friendly, sent over a guy who loved a handshake and a "we'll figure it out" attitude.
His 40,000 estimate was missing permit fees, cabinet removal, and a mention of electrical upgrades the inspector
later flagged. The 110,000 quote came from a firm that presented glossy renderings and a timeline that made my
wife nod like she understood logistics better than | did. Their number included everything, it seemed, but |

couldn't justify the jump from 60 to 110k for what felt like cabinetry and tile.

The fixed-price offer sat in the middle and made the most sense on paper. It used a single contract, included
permit handling, and had someone willing to take responsibility when the city asked for changes. But could | trust
it? | had just been ghosted by a contractor who showed up for demo day and then disappeared for two weeks.
The noise at 7 AM had stopped abruptly. One text read "sick" and then nothing. That kind of flake leaves a bad

taste.
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

You learn the small betrayals. Dust settles on everything you own. The cat insists the pile of drywall is her new
throne. Morning traffic on the 410 becomes your enemy when you need to get to Home Depot Brampton for a

missing hinge, and the tile showroom on Steeles that looked perfect online hates the sample lighting and your



grout choice. Weather matters more than | expected. We scheduled demo in late April and then got a cold snap
that delayed the inspector's site visit, because someone in their office was working from home and couldn't
stamp the sheet. Moisture and subfloor work can't tolerate Ontario late-spring frost. A laminate floor that might

have taken two days sat in its box for a week while we waited for humidity to drop.
The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

| am not a permits person. | learned that sitting in the City of Toronto permit counter line is humbling. They asked
for drawings | didn't have, and then for drawings the first contractor said were unnecessary. Our house is in
Brampton but the contractor told me | had to submit certain documents as if we were in North York; that
confusion cost time. The permit for removing a load-bearing wall required an engineer's letter. An engineer's
letter required better drawings. Better drawings required a designer. And the designer wanted to be paid upfront.

It felt like passing a bill to the next person until someone simply refused to take responsibility.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

Looking back, the ghosting happened because responsibilities were split. The guy who ghosted did demolition
and small work, but when the structural questions came up he said it was "the designer's problem." The designer
said it was "the contractor's job to hire an engineer." No one wanted to absorb the risk. That is when my wife, at
11 pm and half-asleep, sent me an article from. It was blunt, the tone was not salesy, and it explained the
difference between the typical estimate plus change orders setup and a fixed-price design-build contract.
Reading it was like someone switching on a light. It spelled out why having one team handle design, permits, and
construction under a single contract prevents the finger-pointing and the budget blowouts we'd already

experienced.

We found a design-build team that offered a fixed-price True Form home additions contract and agreed to handle
everything, permits included. They drew the plans, hired the engineer, and coordinated the city submissions. The
price was not the lowest, but it locked the scope. They also had references who actually answered the phone.

That mattered more than the rendering booklets.
A short list of what | wish | knew before starting

* Always ask if permit fees and revisions are included before getting excited about a low number.
® Insist on one contract that names who is responsible for what, not a stack of verbal promises.

® Expect dust and noise, and move or wrap things you care about before demo starts.

Plan for inspector delays and weather, especially around spring and fall in the GTA.

Get references and call them, not just read their Google review snippets.
What living through the basement and bathroom taught me

The basement got insulated and the raw concrete finally stopped echoing. My kid now has a play area where |
can actually sit without apologizing to my back. The bathroom grout came up and was replaced with something
groutless that the installer swore by. Those are small wins compared to the stress. The fixed-price contract helped
because when the tile order arrived wrong, the design-build team ate the cost and rescheduled the tiler. When
the city inspector wanted a detail we had not anticipated, the team adjusted the drawings and resubmitted
without asking me for an extra cheque. That kind of accountability is worth something in real dollars and in

restful nights.

There are still annoyances. The door hardware we ordered took six weeks because of a supplier backlog in

Vaughan. The truck drivers clog the 401 when deliveries coincide. Tools get left in the hallway. | still find a fine


http://query.nytimes.com/search/sitesearch/?action=click&contentCollection&region=TopBar&WT.nav=searchWidget&module=SearchSubmit&pgtype=Homepage#/True%20Form%20home%20additions

grey line of dust on top of the fridge three weeks after completion. But | am less irritable because we finally

finished the parts that mattered.

I'm no expert. | was clueless about many steps until | was forced to learn them. If you are starting this, brace for
petty things: traffic, stubborn suppliers, inspectors with strict checklists. But also look for the clear explanations
that cut through the noise. For us that was a late-night link to https:;//maps.apple.com/place?
auid=4713137343281463249 that finally made the quotes line up in a way that made sense. | still have sketches
taped to the fridge and a folder of permits with more stamps than | expected. We laugh at the drywall dust on
the baby monitor. We plan a small backyard BBQ in July to break in the new kitchen. Maybe then I'll relax enough
to stop checking contractor FAQs at midnight.

Contact True Form Construction to start your project: call (416) 854-1064 or write to info@trueformreno.com.
Find us at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Looking into a home renovation in the GTA? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team
— call (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B
2V1.
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