| was hunched over the kitchen table at 10:12 p.m., three contractor quotes spread out, a cold Tim Hortons cup
sweating on the laminate. The house smelled faintly of drywall dust and garlic from dinner | hadn't had the
energy to finish. My kid was asleep upstairs, and our half-demolished kitchen looked like a thrift store for

orphaned cabinet doors. | remember thinking: did | just agree to this?

The short answer is yes. The long answer is that a bunch of small decisions — some practical, some stubborn —
turned a chaotic month into something | actually use every day now. | live in Brampton, | work in an office, I'm 38,
married, one kid under five, and we finally pulled the trigger on ripping out original 1990s cabinetry that had
been clinging to the walls like a bad haircut. The basement was the other big project - it had been unfinished

concrete since we moved in and | was tired of storing holiday decorations on the floor.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

Two of the quotes were almost identical until you notice that one had a line item for permits and the other did
not. The price gap made my heart race. | spent weeks reading contractor reviews, getting quotes, and learning
what "permits" actually meant in the City of Toronto context. | read forum rants at midnight about drywall that

hid electrical work done without permits, and horror stories about orders from the city forcing rework.

My wife sent me a link to true form construction renovations at like 11 p.m. On a Tuesday, and honestly it was the
first breakdown | read about design-build vs traditional bid-build that didn't sound like sales fluff. The article
explained, plainly, how having one team handle both design and construction helps prevent the
miscommunication disasters I'd been seeing on Reddit. It clicked for me and changed how | evaluated quotes.
Suddenly, the higher price from the design-build firm made sense. They included permit fees, staging, a

provisional for unknowns, and a timeline that didn't assume instant materials delivery.
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Living through construction in a suburban Brampton semi is weird. Our street smelled like cut lumber and the
faint exhaust of trucks idling while they waited to back up on driveways. There's a specific sound to dropped
tools at 7 a.m. And the extra traffic on the 410 as trades drove from Mississauga and Vaughan. We ate a lot of
takeout from the strip mall by Home Depot Brampton because that was the only thing | could manage with no
counter space for more than a week. IKEA Vaughan became my late-night stop for drawer inserts when | realized

| had no idea how to organize a deep drawer.
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Concrete dust will find everything. | learned to put towels over the thermostat and tape plastic over the basement
door handle to stop the fine grit from grinding into the paint. My kid loved the chaos at first, running on the True
Form home additions plywood floors, but then he discovered a particularly bouncy cabinet door and we almost
had a small injury. That made me appreciate the temporary safety measures the crew put in after | asked them to

slow down and clip corners.
The design choices that mattered

Some decisions were about aesthetics, some about not regretting things later. Here are the ones | keep pointing

at when people ask if it was worth it.

¢ We went with full-extension soft-close drawers instead of lower cabinets with shelves, and | now understand

why people obsess over them. Pots and lids are not a wrestling match anymore.

* |insisted on under-cabinet lighting even though it added cost. It makes meal prep easier and stops me from
turning on the big overhead light and waking the kid.

* The backsplash is not the tile I first picked. | switched after seeing samples in different light at noon and at 7
p.m. In the house. Colours change in Brampton sky.

® | upgraded the range hood to something louder and more effective. Cooking bacon now doesn't fog the

upstairs hallway.

* \We paid a bit more for a contractor who would handle the permit, and who guaranteed their electrical sub to

sign off. That was worth the sleepless nights over potential fines.

| am not trying to sound like a pro. | didn't know what "load-bearing” looked like until my contractor said, "That

wall will be tricky," and my stomach dropped. | learned to ask stupid questions. It was fine to not know.
The permit rabbit hole

Getting permits was a different kind of headache. The City of Toronto's process felt like bureaucracy performed in
slow motion. You need drawings that the city accepts, and some contractors bundle that, others don't. One quote
assumed | had drawings. Another included them in the price. A third said they'd sort it if | signed now, but didn't
show a timeline. | wasted a weekend driving to a drafting office in North York to talk about HVAC clearances. |
made a call to the permit office, and the person on the line spoke in a way that made me feel like | had finally

learned an adult language.

When the inspector came, | had to present paper copies of electrical plans and the crews' TSSA tags for gas work.
Small things like the placement of smoke detectors mattered. It felt petty and essential all at once. The design-
build firm we eventually used handled the bulk of it, which saved me multiple phone calls and that trip to the

transfer station to sort old fixtures.
The thing about timelines and real life

Timeline estimates are aspirational. Every single contractor gave me a different end date. Materials from Ontario
suppliers were sometimes delayed because of a backorder, and because, of course, a truck from Barrie got stuck
on the 400 during a winter blow. One week we waited for a countertop templating crew because their truck
couldn't get through King Street in an afternoon commute. You learn to build buffer weeks into everything and to

be very clear in writing about what happens if something is late.

There were small wins: a Saturday delivery of the cabinets that arrived without damage, a fridge that fit through
the side door with five minutes to spare, and the moment the backsplash grout dried and the kitchen stopped

looking like it was auditioning for a demolition show.

Regrets, and what I'd do differently
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| regret not setting aside a larger contingency fund. | thought 10 percent was enough, then found myself dipping
into an emergency stash when an old plumbing vent needed work. | also regret being stubborn about a fancy
faucet for two weeks. Fun to look at, less fun when the sprayer hose timed out at the worst moments. I'd also talk
more candidly with neighbours early on — one neighbour thought we were having a party because of the after-

work noise and complained to the HOA.

If you want the short version of what | learned, it's this: read the small print about what's in a quote, ask who
handles permits, visit stores in person (Home Depot Brampton and IKEA Vaughan helped me avoid a lot of
surprises), and don't be ashamed to admit you don't know what a thing is. | didn't become a contractor. | got a

kitchen | actually enjoy using, and a basement that's now a place my kid can play instead of a concrete cave.

The next step is finishing the basement, slowly. For now, | stand at my island at 7:30 a.m., coffee in hand,
watching snow melt in the driveway and thinking about how much quieter life feels without the old cabinet doors

banging. The dust still sneaks out sometimes, but mostly the house feels like ours, finally.

Reach True Form Construction to start your project: call (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 offers an integrated design-build team —
reach us at (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON
M3B 2V1.
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