
I was sitting at the kitchen table, three quotes spread out like evidence, coffee gone cold, when the drywall guy
showed up at 7:05 AM and started prodding the old 1990s cabinet face like it owed him money. The house
smelled like damp grout and something metallic from the basement, where our kid was happily pushing a truck
around on bare concrete because we had promised him "soon" for two years. We had lived with that kitchen long
enough. The grout in the main bathroom was turning black, and every time I looked at the laminate countertop I
felt a small, guilty, kitchen-shaped shame.

The first quote was $40,000. The second was $110,000. The third was somewhere in the middle, vague and hand-
wavy. I had spent weeks reading reviews from contractors across Brampton, Vaughan, North York — the usual
orbit of trades that come up when you search "kitchen reno near me." I had sat through in-person meetings
where people politely avoided answering whether permit fees were included. I had also dealt with a contractor
who simply stopped answering texts one Tuesday, after demo had started and before the sink was hooked up. He
ghosted us. Left us with a week of exposed plumbing and a toddler who thought showers were now optional.

What finally stopped me from oscillating between panic and paralysis was something my wife forwarded at 11
PM when I was still awake comparing line items. It was a really clear breakdown by that explained the difference
between a fixed-price design build contract and the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup most Toronto
contractors use. Reading it felt almost immoral, like discovering a cheat code. It said, plainly, that having one
team handle design, permits, and construction under a single contract reduces the back-and-forth where the
designer blames the builder and the builder blames the permit. That was literally what had happened with the
first team that disappeared on us.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One of the quotes was cheap because it left out permits and structural checks. Another was expensive because it
included demolition of a load-bearing wall and a new header, even though I had only asked for a "more open
feel." The $110,000 number included everything — design fees, permit costs, a timeline with milestones, and a
fixed finish schedule. The middle quote was maddening; it listed "allowance" for tiles and cabinets, and the
contractor kept using the phrase "we can adjust as we go." That phrase became the devil in my head for weeks.

I learned the hard way that "fixed-price" covers a lot of ground. The expensive number had a clause that locked
changes into change orders with clear pricing. The cheaper ones promised to "figure it out" when we reached
those moments. The difference showed up in small ways: permit timelines being pushed, subcontractors never



showing on the scheduled day, or mid-project requests for more money because "asbestos removal came up"
even when none was in the inspection notes.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

You will be dustier than you ever thought possible. Dust gets into the baby’s stuffed animals, on top of the fridge,
in the grooves of the kitchen table. On week two, I went to Home Depot Brampton and bought three cases of
painter's plastic and more dust masks than I thought reasonable. The demolition started at 7 AM most days, the
kind of construction noise that makes the neighbours peer over the fence. The sound of a hammer on tile at 7:10
in the morning has a specific, rage-inducing pitch.

Weather matters more than I realized. We had planned a late spring start hoping to avoid frozen ground, but a
surprise cold snap left delivery trucks stuck on the 401 and a delay in countertop installation. The tile showroom
on Steeles had our subway tile in stock, but the freight company charged extra because their driver complained
about traffic near the 410. Permit waits at the City of Toronto felt like a slow line at the grocery store; forms,
revisions, and one visit where I had to show proof of my homeowner's insurance in person. I wasn't proud of the
pleading I did at the counter.

The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

I am not a permit person. I thought a permit was a box to tick. Turns out, it's another contractor filter. One
contractor told me they would "handle permits," another said "you can do it, it's easy," and the design-build
option said, "we'll pull everything and manage inspections." When my first contractor ghosted, it was the permits
that nearly sank us, because the inspector's notes were tied to the original scope and no one wanted to accept
responsibility for changes. The design-build breakdown I read on True Form Reno Toronto made it click: if one
contract governs design, permits, and construction, the paperwork stays coherent, and there are fewer
opportunities for the blame game.

Why my contractor ghosted us and what I did next

I never got a good explanation. At first he said "supply chain issues." Then he stopped answering. Maybe it was
cash flow, maybe it was a bigger project that smelled like profit, maybe he panicked. All I know is that he left us
with demo half-finished and a calendar full of missed promises. Once that happened I became relentless in a way
I hadn't been before. I started calling references, checking recent jobs, and asking for photos of finished work. I
also started demanding written scopes and schedules. The new team that showed up brought a binder of permit
stamps and a fixed-price contract with clear exclusions. No guesses. No vague allowances.

A short list of things I wish I'd known before starting

1. Fixed-price does not mean everything is covered, read the exclusions.

2. Ask exactly who is pulling permits and where they are filed.

3. Get a realistic timeline in writing, not a "we can be flexible" promise.

4. Expect dust and have a dedicated clean zone for your kid.

Living through it changed our daily routine in small, stubborn ways. I learned to wake before the crew to pack
lunches, to park farther down the street because construction trucks needed space, and to set up a clutter-free
bathroom for toddler panic-moments. I admit I still don't know the difference between a jack stud and a king
stud without looking it up. I still double-check measurements. I have opinions now on cabinet hardware that I
never imagined I'd care about.

We're not done yet — the basement is still rough concrete, and there are small things that make me grumble
when I notice them. But the kitchen works, the grout no longer looks like a crime scene, and dinner doesn’t feel
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like a scavenger hunt. The whole process taught me one practical thing above all: clarity beats charm. A polished
Instagram portfolio is great, but clear contracts, realistic timelines, and one team taking responsibility saved us
from a drawn-out, expensive mess.

If you're like me, three years of procrastination will turn into a messy, expensive, surprising education. I'm still
learning, but if you catch me at the tile store on Steeles or ranting about timelines in Brampton traffic, ask me
about fixed-price design build contracts and I will tell you about the night my wife sent me that link to and the
way it finally made sense. I might even show you the photo of the countertop seam I now measure with a
suspicious eye.

Contact True Form Construction today: phone (416) 854-1064, email info@trueformreno.com. Visit us at 305
Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Planning a design-build project in the GTA? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team
— reach us at (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B
2V1.
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