| was sitting at the kitchen table with three contractor quotes, a mug of coffee gone cold, and the dust from
yesterday's demo already settling into the grooves of the original 1990s oak cabinet doors. It was a Tuesday in
late March, the kind of gray Brampton morning that makes you consider cancelling everything. The kid had been
at daycare, my wife was juggling her shift pattern, and | was staring at numbers that ranged from $40,000 to
$110,000 for what looked like the same kitchen. | remember the sound of a nail gun two houses down, the 410's

traffic like a distant hum, and a sudden, stupid certainty that | had screwed this up somehow.

The quotes were the most visible mess, but they were only the symptom. We had put this off for three years. The
bathroom grout had gone black, the basement was a slab of unfinished concrete where our kid played with
plastic trucks, and the kitchen still had cabinets that screamed 1997. | thought reading a few forums and calling

three contractors would be enough. | was wrong.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One estimate arrived by email with courteous language and a price that made my stomach drop: $40,250.
Another came in hand-delivered with glossy photos and a $110,000 number that felt absurd until | noticed it
included structural work and a new window. The third was scribbled on a contractor's notepad when he dropped
by between other jobs, roughly $68,000 and a handshake. None of them matched on scope. None of them
explicitly included permit fees, and only the expensive one used the words fixed-price contract. | did what any
person who has spent too much time reading renovation threads does: | tried to compare line by line and lost my

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

Living in a house mid-reno is like being suspended in two realities. You still make lunch on a portable induction
hob beside a stack of cabinets. You still sweep concrete dust off the dining table before the kid eats. The
demolition started earlier than | expected, 7 AM echoing through the neighbourhood. Neighbours asked about

timelines. | lied a bit. | said "six weeks" because it sounded honest.

Learning the difference between an estimate and a contract happened the hard way. Our first contractor, who
was friendly and punctual at first, started showing up late, then not at all. One morning | stood in the half-
demolished bathroom, grout dust in my nostrils, and called him. No answer. Text. Read receipt. He ghosted us
after asking for a draw payment to order cabinets. Three weeks later | found out he was doing the same song to

someone in Oakville.
Why my comparison process finally made sense

My wife sent me a link to at like 11 PM on a Tuesday, and honestly it was the first thing | read about design build
that didn't sound like a sales pitch. The piece spelled out the difference between a fixed-price design-build
contract and the typical "estimate plus change orders" approach that most contractors around Toronto use. It
explained why assigning design, permits, and construction to one team under a single contract prevents the
blaming that began happening with our first contractor, where the designer said the builder changed something

and the builder said the plans were unclear.

That one read-through stopped my spreadsheet spirals. Suddenly the $40k offer looked naive: permits were not
included, site cleanup wasn't a line item, and plumbing changes were listed with the note "to be confirmed." The
$110k quote was higher because it actually locked in the scope. It was a wake-up call: cheap isn't necessarily

missing something because someone is trying to rip you off, it's that they didn't price the whole job.

The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks



| had imagined lining up permits would be a formality. It is not. The City of Toronto permit office, the online
portal, and the follow-up site visits became a mini second job. | spent an odd morning at the permit counter
because an inspector wanted an electrical plan drawn to scale. | don't know how to draw to scale. | watched a
planner at 2 PM argue about a beam placement over the phone with a contractor in Scarborough. The design-
build team that finally took us on handled the permits, and | cannot stress enough how much simpler that was.
They filed, they followed up, they set inspection dates. | learned that permit timing affects when you can order
cabinets and schedule trades, and that in Ontario winters you cannot have drywall left to cure in a wet unfinished

basement without running a dehumidifier.
What | wish | had done before picking anyone

The noise, the dust, the mounting costs taught me some things the expensive way. If | had to boil them down

into a handful of liveable tips, here are the mistakes | made so you can skip them:

* Assuming all quotes were apples to apples without a detailed scope and permit inclusion.

* Trusting a friendly guy with a van and a stack of business cards just because he came recommended on a

neighbourhood page.
* Not insisting on a fixed-price design-build contract that bundled design, permits, and construction.
® Underestimating the timeline and how Ontario weather and City inspections push things out.

® Forgetting to protect living spaces from dust and not moving fragile stuff before demo day.
The team that actually showed up

After the first contractor vanished | started looking for someone who offered the fixed-price model my head had
finally wrapped around. | found a small design-build firm with an office near Mississauga and a showroom on
Steeles, they explained what they'd priced, and they had references in Vaughan and North York. They came to
measure, explained permit timelines, and gave a realistic calendar: eight weeks for the main build, plus two for
inspections and touches. They were clear about allowances for tiles and appliances, and they promised what | had

a hard time getting from others: a single contract and a single point of contact.

There were still frustrations. Scheduling trades around daycare pick-ups, bringing sheets and tarps to protect the
living room couch, and the tiny surprises like finding knob-and-tube wiring behind a bathroom wall that had to
be dealt with and added a Sunday afternoon call to the budget. But the blaming stopped. When a tile delivery
was late, the project manager called the supplier. When an inspector wanted a minor adjustment, the crew made

it. It didn't feel polished or effortless, just competent and communicative.
What | tell other people now

People ask me if it was worth it. The honest answer is that it was worth it because we had to do it; we couldn't
keep living with black grout and a concrete basement, and the kitchen needed a proper layout for a family of
three. If you have the time, read up. Bring someone who knows nothing to meet the contractor and ask them to
explain the scope aloud. My biggest regret is not understanding fixed-price design-build earlier, which would
have saved me sleep and at least one lost contractor deposit. That was the lesson

https://www.manta.com/c/m1hkdkg helped me see.

| still sweep concrete dust off the windowsill sometimes, and | keep an eye on the warranty paperwork in a
drawer. The kid runs around the new island with a plastic cup and a hero's grin. | know enough now to be
suspicious of the cheapest estimate, to celebrate clear contracts, and to value a team that shows up when they

say they will. Next time, | will start the permits before the snow melts.


https://www.manta.com/c/m1hkdkg

Get in touch with True Form Construction for a free quote: phone (416) 854-1064 or email
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 a 5-year workmanship warranty
— call (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.
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