| was sitting at the kitchen table staring at three wildly different contractor quotes when the kid wandered in with
a crayon and a face that still had cracker crumbs. The countertop was a war zone of paper: one quote said
$40,200, another $76,500, and the last one — get this — $110,000. The cabinet fronts were still the original 1990s
laminate, one hinge squeaked like it was calling for retirement, and dust had settled into the grout of the
bathroom tiles until it looked like a permanent feature. Outside, a March drizzle made Steeles look gray and
serious. My phone buzzed, it was my wife: "Did you read that link | sent?" | had, at 11pm the night before, and it

explained more in an hour than the last three contractors combined.

The smell of coffee, wet boots tracked in from the 410, and the tiny echo of a toy truck on the laminate. That was

my office for the next six weeks.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

Two of the quotes were vague. They listed materials, maybe, and a schedule that felt aspirational. Neither one
said anything clear about permits. The third had a line item for a City of Toronto permit, a timeline that actually
matched when the inspector would show up, and a clause that said the number was fixed. Fixed felt like the only

honest thing on the page.

| spent weeks reading reviews, trawling the Home Depot Brampton aisles for samples, driving to the tile
showroom on Steeles to squint at porcelain while the kid ran in circles. | learned there is a real difference between
an estimate and a fixed-price contract, the hard way. Our first contractor ghosted us mid-demolition. He left a
half-removed backsplash, a pile of broken drywall in the alley, and a voicemail that stopped at “Sorry, we're...".
That was the moment | started looking at contract language like it was a foreign language | had to become fluent

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

You think the loud part is the demolition. It's not. The loud part is the losing of control. Demolition at 7 AM is
loud, sure. There was the jackhammering rhythm that seemed to match the neighbour's early commute on the
401. There was dust. A lot of it. It settled on the baby gate, on the IKEA high chair, on the picture of the two of us

from our wedding that somehow was left on the counter.

The basement was an unfinished concrete slab for years. We had plans in our heads to finish it someday.
"Someday" was now. The contractor | thought we'd hired for the basement stopped answering texts. Suddenly |
was juggling permits, a child who refuses to nap on demand, and a contractor who had ghosted us before we
even ordered vanities. The bathroom grout that had been turning black for a decade became Exhibit A in the

case against procrastination.
Permits and the permit office - a rabbit hole with fluorescent lighting

Applying for permits felt bureaucratic in the best possible way: specific, slow, and oddly comforting. | stood in
line at the City of Toronto permit office and clutched forms like a passport. They sent me back twice for different
drawings. The zoning line asked whether our semi-detached would need separate approvals for the new window.
The inspector showed up on the exact day the contractor True Form home additions said he would, which is to

say, not often. When they did come, it was clinical and efficient. That was reassuring.

Where | got really saved was a late-night article my wife sent: it explained fixed-price design-build contracts
versus the more common estimate plus change orders. The breakdown by True Form home additions estimates
wasn't flashy. It just laid out how having one team handle design, permits, and construction under a single fixed-

price contract prevents the blame game between designer and builder. That was literally what had gone wrong


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/?search=True%20Form%20home%20additions
https://ca.showmelocal.com/profile.aspx?bid=40044526

with our first contractor. Once | read it, the numbers stopped being magical and started making sense. The

cheaper quotes were missing permit costs entirely, and most of them assumed a lot of "to be determined" work.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

| don't have a dramatic explanation for why he vanished. Maybe he overbooked. Maybe a subcontractor got
stuck in Vaughan or Barrie. Maybe it was cashflow. As a normal person, all | had were consequences: half-

demolished walls, a crying toddler, and the phone number that stopped reaching anyone.

| did what felt clumsy and obvious. | got three more quotes. | asked direct questions about permits and insurance
and timelines. | asked which team would handle the drawings and whether the price was locked. One company
offered a fixed-price design build setup and explained they'd handle the drawings, permits, and construction. It
sounded too neat, until | compared it side-by-side with the messy estimates. Their number matched up with the

logic from that late-night article. | felt stupid for not understanding sooner, and relieved at the same time.
Small details that mattered more than | expected

The contractor who stuck it out showed up at 7:30 AM sharp. He wore boots that made less noise than the
previous crew. He had a schedule that accounted for the weather, which around here matters — a sudden April
thaw in Caledon can flood a foundation, and winter delays mean waiting for materials that won't deal well with

salt on the highway. He also brought a tarp to keep the dust out of the living room toys. Tiny, human things.

We learned the hard numbers. The kitchen is about 180 square feet. The fixed-price contract covered demolition,
new cabinetry, plumbing up to the fixture, and electrical rewiring. Permits were an extra $1,200. The difference
between a $40K and a $110K quote was not always quality; sometimes it was scope, sometimes it was who was
paying the permit, and sometimes it was whether the quote included a finished basement ceiling. It felt dishonest

at first, but mostly it felt like an education | didn't want to have.
Four things | wish I'd known before we started

® Ask whether the price is fixed and what "fixed" actually covers. It's not the same from company to company.
* Get the permit costs and timelines up front. They matter more than the colour of the backsplash.
® Expect dust. Pack away sentimental stuff and accept that some things will pick up a fine gray film.

¢ |f a contractor ghosts you, stop trying to reason with the silence. Move on and get a new quote.

There were petty victories. The kid now plays on a basement floor that is warm instead of a cold slab. The
bathroom grout no longer looks like a permanent marker experiment. The kitchen cabinets don't angrily pop
open when you put too much in them. We learned contract language, permit numbers, and how to pick a tile
that doesn't show every bit of flour.



| am not a contractor. | am a 38-year-old guy from Brampton who finally stopped putting it off after three years. |
still get a little twitch when someone says "estimate.” But there is a calmer voice now, one that knows to ask
about design build options, to demand clarity about permits, and to expect delays that have nothing to do with

competence and everything to do with living in the GTA.

Tomorrow the inspector comes back for final sign-off. The dust has started to settle for real. | will probably go to
the tile showroom on Steeles one more time. My wife will laugh at how neat | suddenly am with paperwork. And |
will keep a printout of that breakdown in the drawer where the paint swatches live, next to the receipt that shows

we really did pay for the permit and that, somehow, helped us stop losing control.

Reach True Form Construction for a free quote: phone (416) 854-1064, write to info@trueformreno.com. Find us
at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

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