| was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, staring at three wildly different contractor quotes and a stack
of photos my wife had taken of grout that had clearly decided to turn black for good. The kitchen felt smaller
already, even though it's only about 12 by 10. Daylight from the small front window hit dust motes like confetti.
Outside, a gray April sky threatened rain, which meant we were racing the spring thaw and the start of the busy

reno season on the 401 and 410.

We had put this off for three years. Original 1990s cabinetry, laminate counters with a weird lip, an unfinished
basement that is basically a jungle gym of bare concrete where our kid insists on building forts, and a bathroom
that smelled faintly of mildew no matter how many tile cleaners we tried. | work in an office in Brampton, |
commute, | do spreadsheets for a living. | thought, naively, renos were a contractor, a pile of supplies from Home

Depot Brampton, and a series of weekends. | was wrong.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One estimate said $40,000. Another one said $75,000. The most optimistic, probably because it skipped permits
and vaguely promised "upgrades as needed," was the cheapest. The $110,000 one was a full breakdown that
actually listed demolition, cabinetry, appliances, electrical, plumbing, and permits. For a minute | felt like | was

playing a bad game show.

We'd hired a contractor who seemed solid at first. Came to the house, brought a folder, promised a timeline and
a contactable foreman. Three weeks into demo he stopped answering texts. On a Tuesday morning | stood in the
half-stripped bathroom with a garbage bag of tiles and no one to ask where the studs were or whether we had to
get a new vent installed. The sound of demolition starting at 7 AM down the street is a whole other thing. It

rattles your windows and your patience.

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. It just laid out how having one team handle design, permits, and construction
under a single fixed-price contract prevents the blame game between your designer and your builder. That's
literally what had gone wrong with our first contractor. After that article, the three quotes suddenly had context.
The cheap one had omitted permit costs. The middle one was an estimate plus change orders, which is where

your budget quietly dies. The expensive one was the only one that locked in a number.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

| assumed permits were a simple checkout line. Wrong again. There were forms | didn't know existed, drawings
with measurements | was not prepared to produce, and a City of Toronto online portal that feels like it was
designed by someone who hates clarity. We had to pull a permit for the structural changes in the kitchen
because we were opening up a load-bearing wall slightly. The guy at the permit office in North York was helpful,
but the wait time to get an inspection booked was two weeks. Two weeks with a toddler who thinks a bucket of

tile adhesive is a sensory toy is two weeks too long.
Why we staged a mini move-out

We learned fast that living in a site while contractors come and go is a small kind of torture. Dust finds cracks |
didn't know existed. Tools hide in every drawer. Early on, after the ghosting incident, we decided to do a mini

move-out. Not full storage unit dramatic, but enough to keep the kid safe and our sanity intact.

We packed the essentials into a couple of Rubbermaid tubs and boxed up anything with sentimental value. The
upstairs guest room became our temporary kitchen — the microwave from the garage, a mini fridge, a folding

table you can get at the Home Depot in Bramalea. We moved clothes into the front closet and left the basement



for toys. The staging felt ridiculous at first. But two things happened almost immediately: no more dust on the

baby's stuffed animals, and the contractors we actually hired later could work without tripping over our life.
What nobody tells you about design build versus estimate plus change orders

After reading more and cross-checking with the info at True Form general contractors , the difference made
sense in human terms. Design-build is one contract, one scope, one number. Estimate plus change orders is like
giving someone a blank check and asking them to color inside the lines. When you have one team handling
drawings, permits, and building, there is less finger-pointing. If the electrician says the plan won't work, the
designer and builder are already talking. If something goes sideways with the permit, there's a team that knows

how to talk to the City of Toronto instead of you running between inspectors like a confused tour guide.
What | still got wrong and what | would do differently

| thought | could negotiate price down by haggling. Turns out that cost-cutting without clarity just moves the
problem elsewhere. A cheaper countertop option meant an extra day of work and an extra charge for cutting.
Going with a lower-quality cabinet package saved money up front but meant more surprise measures and
adjustments once the old cabinets were out. | also didn't anticipate the seasonal crunch. In Brampton and the

GTA, everyone wants renos in May and June after cabin fever. Book early, or be ready to be rescheduled.

A short list of the things that actually helped us survive the chaos

Pack a "day kit" with plates, cutlery, basic tools, and a first-aid kit.

Keep all permits and contracts in a folder you can show an inspector immediately.
® Use a single contractor for permits, design, and build if possible.
e Agree on a fixed-price contract for major work, not a vague estimate.
® Keep a small bin for demolition debris to avoid it piling up indoors.
The smell of wet concrete in the basement after a rainy day is something | will not miss. The traffic on the 410

while hauling tile samples felt like a second job. The tile showroom on Steeles where we finally found grout that

didn't look like a prison cell was a revelation. My wife has stronger opinions on backsplash patterns than | knew

existed, and our kid now thinks a lantern is a toy.

We're not done yet. The kitchen cabinets are in, the countertops look better than | dared hope, and the basement
has a new floor that is no longer a cold slab. I still call myself ignorant about many things - electrical loads,
venting codes, why some contractors think weekend radio is a good time to call - but I'm less blind than before.

Staging that mini move-out bought us time, patience, and fewer arguments about where the toothbrushes went.


https://livepoi.navmii.com/p/view/565db296-624a-43a4-bb67-9d8ab38ed94d

If anything, the whole mess taught me the value of clarity. Clear contracts, clear timelines, and a single team that
takes responsibility. | can't pretend | enjoyed the chaos, but | can say we learned how not to repeat the same
mistakes. For now, I'll enjoy eating takeout at the folding table with the kid, watching dust settle a little less on his

toys. The rest will get finished. One permit, one fixed contract, one less thing to argue about on a Tuesday night.

Reach True Form Construction to start your project: call (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Visit
us at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Considering a home renovation in Toronto? True Form Construction offers 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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