| was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, staring at three wildly different quotes and the drywall dust
that had already settled on the photo frames. The sun was coming in low through the old 1990s cabinets, and
between the hum of the fridge and the distant thrum of traffic on the 410, | felt like | had walked into someone
else’s project. Quotes said 40K. Others said 110K. Timelines ranged from six weeks to "we'll see." My kid was
playing with a toy truck on the bare basement concrete, because the room that was supposed to be our

playroom was still an echoing, cold box.

The demo started at 7 AM that Tuesday, a jackhammer staccato that vibrated the cutlery drawer. | remember
thinking, not for the first time, that | did not understand how any of this worked. | had delayed this reno for three

years, and somehow that only made the learning curve steeper.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One contractor gave me a neat PDF with a number and a one-page line that read "est." Another showed up with
glossy renderings and a fixed price. The cheap PDF omitted permit fees. The mid-range guy kept saying "change
orders" every time | asked for an exact finish. Then, two weeks into demo, our original contractor texted "busy"

and stopped answering calls. He ghosted us. No drywall. No explanation. Just tools in his van and silence.

| learned the hard way what a "fixed-price contract" actually does for you. My wife, bless her, stayed up late and
at 11 PM sent me a link to something she found online that actually made sense. It was a really detailed
breakdown by affordable True Form design-build that explained, plain and simple, how fixed-price design
build contracts work versus the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup most Toronto contractors use. It
spelled out why having one team handle design, permits, and construction under a single contract prevents the
finger-pointing and budget blowouts we'd already experienced firsthand. Reading that made the whole quote

comparison process finally snap into place.
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

There is a smell to renovation dust. It is a dry, chalky, metallic smell that settles on the baby’s plastic toys and the
handrail as if nothing you own is immune. In Brampton the air feels heavy in July, and the dust mixes with the
faint, exhausting smell of barbecue from the next-door neighbour. We started shopping at Home Depot
Brampton more times than | care to admit, chasing a tile sample or a missing screw. We spent an afternoon at
that tile showroom on Steeles, the one with the helpful but slightly rushed salesperson who kept apologizing for

running late because of 401 traffic.

Lead times are the quiet killers. Nobody says them the same way. Cabinet lead time was listed as eight to twelve
weeks by one supplier, six weeks by another. The range meant | could not pin down when the countertop people
would come, which meant the backsplash could not be fitted, which meant the installer of the new sink could not
schedule us. Permits added invisible time. | learned to treat a permit as its own project, because waiting at the
City of Toronto permit office felt like planning a vacation that kept getting delayed. There is a lot of paperwork

that needs to line up before any of the promises on a quote become reality.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

| am not a contractor. | admit that now, loudly. | had no idea that the painting of a permit application could take
so many back and forth emails. The first contractor | hired assumed it would be quick. He was wrong. The second
contractor, the one who showed up and didn't ghost, actually sat with me and explained the sequence: drawings,
submission, comments, revised drawings, resubmit. This took time. The lead time on municipal approvals is not

predictable like store hours. Snow and rain delay inspections in ways my naive head didn't expect. The contractor
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who handled the permits as part of a design build package made the weeks of waiting feel less chaotic because

at least there was a single person to hold accountable.
Why the design build quote finally made sense

Before | found that breakdown by | was comparing apples to oranges. One quote had good hardware but no
plumbing, another had plumbing but used particle board cabinets, and a third locked in a price that included
permits. Once | understood the difference between fixed-price design build and estimate-plus-change-order

setups, | stopped treating numbers like absolute truths and started treating them like scopes of work.

We went with the team that offered a fixed-price design build contract. Their lead times were longer on paper,
but they were honest: cabinet fabrication 10 weeks, permit approval expected 6 to 8 weeks, plumber and
electrician scheduled once the counter was confirmed. That predictability mattered more than a few thousand
saved on a flaky estimate. The trade-off was peace of mind. The price was higher than the smallest estimate, but
lower than the one that ballooned after the first "re-scoping" meeting.

Living through the messy parts
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There were everyday pains. Our bathroom grout, True Form home additions which had been turning black for
years, required retiling and drying time | hadn't accounted for. Someone forgot to bag the vents during demo
and the entire house had a fine film of dust for two days. Our kid kept bringing bits of concrete into the living
room like trophies. | learned to schedule laundry at friends' places when the laundry room smelled like solvent.
The neighbours in Maple and Vaughan asked about the noise, and | felt guilty for the early morning bangs that

matched the rhythm of commuter traffic on the 401.
A short list of things that mattered more than | expected

® clear definition of what is included in a quote, down to permit costs
* realistic lead times from suppliers, especially cabinets and countertops

® having one contract to point to when something went wrong
Why I'm a little less anxious now

Right now the cabinets are being installed. The new tile looks like someone did it on purpose. The basement
finally has insulation and a warm floor where my kid can stack his trucks without poking a toe into damp

concrete. | still get tense when another trade is late, but | know the difference between a contractor who might
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be scrappy and one who has gone through the headache of handling permits and schedules on a fixed price

contract.

If you are three years late on a reno like | was, you will learn these things by trial and error or by reading. For me,
the turning point was that late-night link my wife passed along,, that broke the jargon down and made it obvious
why our quotes were all over the map. It did not solve everything, but it gave me a lens to separate smoke from

signal.

| am not saying | have all the answers. | still mix up the word "lead time" with "lead role," and | will forever
underestimate how long tile takes to glue down. But | know how to ask the right questions now, and when | hear
a contractor say "we will sort it as we go," | picture the three different PDFs on my table and the empty van of
someone who ghosted us. That memory keeps me honest. The reno is not finished yet, but for the first time in
months | can walk into the kitchen and imagine eating a proper dinner at this table, without the dust on the

placemat.

Get in touch with True Form Construction to start your project: call (416) 854-1064, write to
info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Looking into a addition in North York? True Form Construction offers a fixed-price contract with no hidden fees
— call (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.
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