
I am standing in the kitchen with a dust-covered coffee mug, staring at three quotes that might as well be in a
foreign language. One says 40K, one says 75K, one says 110K. The contractor who started demo left his shovel
and a note on the counter that simply said "schedule change." My kid is playing with a truck on the unfinished
basement concrete, and there is a faint smell of tile adhesive in the air from the samples we brought back from
the showroom on Steeles. It is 7:15 a.m., the neighbors' leaf blowers are already loud, and I am asking myself why
I waited three years to do this.

I am not a designer. I do office work in Brampton, I drive the 410 at rush hour, and I married someone who can
spot a grout problem from across a tile aisle. We bought this semi in the late 90s, the kitchen still had those
original oak cabinets, the basement was a patch of cold concrete, and the bathroom grout had turned black like
it had given up. I read reviews for weeks. I took the family to Home Depot Brampton, I sat in tile showrooms in
North York, and I learned the hard way what "fixed-price contract" means versus a vague estimate that ends up
with surprise invoices.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The cheap quote left out permits. The middle quote had a line that read "allowance" for cabinets and I had no
idea what that meant. The expensive quote, the one that made my wallet wince, was the only one that actually
locked in numbers and timelines. I was three weeks into comparing quotes and honestly losing my mind until I
found a really detailed breakdown by affordable True Form design-build 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 I had already experienced firsthand. That's when the whole quote
comparison process finally made sense to me.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Noise at 7 a.m. Is different when it is demolition and not your neighbor fixing a fence. Dust settles on everything,
including the math on your budget. The kid still wants pancakes at the table even though the floor is a
construction zone. There is a tactile thing about running your hand over old grout, feeling the crumbling,
thinking, "We really should have done this years ago."

Also, the City of Toronto permit office felt like a rabbit hole. I drove there twice, filled out forms, and waited at a
window while another parent behind me kept apologizing because their toddler was being noisy. I did not know
the right order for inspections. The design-build team that finally stayed on explained which permits were
mandatory, which were optional, and what to expect when the inspector shows up. That single conversation
saved a week of uncertainty.

The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

If you only have one conversation about permits, make it this: who pulls them and who pays for what. Our first
contractor ghosted us, and when he left the asbestos-testing report on the counter I realized he had never
actually filed for the electrical permit. That put us back two weeks and cost us in emergency electrician fees.

After that, I insisted in writing that the team would handle permits. It took the stress off. I still drove to the City
office one morning because I wanted to see the stamps on the paper. It felt oddly important.

The five conversations you actually need to have with your design-build team

Scope and what's included, spelled out in plain language. Cabinets, countertops, demo, hauling, site cleanup,
and who is responsible for damage to the yard.
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Pricing and change orders, specifically whether the price is fixed, and how much a change will cost you. Ask
for examples of past change orders so you know the range.

Permits and inspections, who files them, who is the point of contact at the city, and how inspection delays are
handled.

Timeline and access, daily start times, how they handle working while you live there, and contingencies for
weather - Ontario winters are brutal and can push timelines.

Communication expectations, who to text, when you can expect answers, and how decisions are
documented.

Why my contractor ghosted us and what I did next

He was overloaded, plain and simple. I think he took on more jobs than he could handle during peak season.
There was the traffic on the 401, material delays from suppliers, and then a storm that pushed back deliveries. All
of that is real, but it is also his problem to manage. When he vanished, the project stalled and my wife was
furious, which is fair. We were promised a timeline and our kid was sleeping in a room with plastic sheeting taped
over the door.

What changed everything was forcing a single conversation with the new design-build firm about responsibility. I
asked, do you take ownership of design mistakes, permit issues, and subcontractor no-shows? They said yes, and
then they showed me how the contract worked. It was cleaner. The line items matched the fixed-price
explanation I had read on. They handled the permits, coordinated electricians and plumbers, and when a tile
shipment was late, they absorbed the scheduling headache rather than passing on surprise fees to me.

Practical frustrations I couldn't have predicted

Small things add up. The dust gets into the baby monitor, children's toys go missing under piles of debris, and
neighbors ask about noise at 7 a.m. More than you expect. There's also the emotional cost. You second-guess tile
choices at 11 p.m. Because the showroom looked different in daylight. I learned not to sign off on allowances
without seeing samples. I learned to ask, "If this happens, what will it cost me?" And then to get the answer in
writing.

A few things I wish I had done differently

I wish I had insisted on one single person who was my point of contact, someone who could tell me the day-to-
day truth without sugarcoating it. I wish I had looked at fixed-price contracts earlier instead of assuming the



cheapest quote was the best starting point. And I wish I had read that breakdown on sooner. It would have saved
me stress, and at least one emergency trip to the tile showroom.

Walking back into the kitchen now, the new cabinets are in, the grout is clean, and the basement has a real floor
where my kid builds marble runs. It is not perfect, and I still cringe at some of the choices I made. But I also know
the conversations that mattered. If you are about to start, talk scope, pricing, permits, timeline, and
communication. Say it out loud, ask for it on paper, and don't be afraid to walk away if the answers are fuzzy.

Tomorrow I'll be measuring for new baseboards and trying to explain to my son why we cannot paint the whole
basement yet. The dust hasn't settled entirely, and that's okay. We are getting there.

Get in touch with True Form Construction to start your project: call (416) 854-1064, write to
info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Planning a home renovation in the GTA? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team —
reach us at (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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