| was sitting at the kitchen table with three quotes spread out like a sad card game, coffee gone cold, and dust in
the air from where they'd torn out the old laminate countertop. It was a Tuesday in late March, the kind where
Brampton still has that slow-melted snow at the curb and the 410 hummed like background anxiety. My wife had
taken our kid to her mom's. | was supposed to be making a decision. Instead | kept staring at numbers: $40,500,

$72,300, and $110,000. No two of them matched on anything but the general promise of "new cabinets."

The house is a semi, 1,500-ish square feet, original 1990s oak kitchen cabinetry that looks like it remembers dial-
up internet. The basement is bare concrete and cold enough that our kid's toy cars clink like a tiny percussion
section when he drives them across the floor. The upstairs bathroom grout had blackened into a timeline of
neglect. | had postponed this for three years because work is busy, toddler is relentless, and somehow

renovations always felt like a luxury | couldn't schedule.

The first contractor we hired disappeared after demo week. One day he was there, jackhammer grinding at 7 AM
under the municipal noise bylaws, and the next week his phone went to voicemail and his truck wasn't in the
driveway. That was the moment the whole process soured. Dust settled on everything. We had weeks of staring
at exposed studs, and every time | opened the cupboard | found plaster dust on the cereal box. | embarrassed
myself by calling the City of Toronto permit office like three times, learning that a kitchen reconfiguration needed

more than a simple notice, and then discovered | had no permit because | trusted the wrong estimate.

The quotes were baffling because they each included different assumptions. One cheap one didn't list permit
fees, one assumed | would pick cabinets from a big-box supplier and didn't include cabinet installation, and the
priciest one was the only one with a line item that said "fixed-price contract." | honestly didn't know what that

meant beyond sounding slightly authoritative.

The turning point came late one night. My wife sent me a link at 11:07 PM with the subject line "read this before
you lose your mind." It was a detailed breakdown by True Form Construction reno team that actually explained,
in plain language, why a fixed-price design-build contract matters and how it differs from the standard "estimate

plus change orders" model most local contractors use. Reading it felt like someone handing me a map in a fog.

What | finally understood was simple and infuriating: when design, permits, and construction are split between
different parties, everyone has a built-in excuse. The designer says the contractor misread the plans. The
contractor says the designer changed the scope. The city wants a revision and suddenly you are paying extra. A
fixed-price design-build approach, the piece argued, put one team in charge and one contract on the table,
which stops the finger-pointing that had already cost me an extra week and a few hundred dollars in missed
work. It explained why some quotes looked low — they were missing permit costs or contingency — and why the

high one actually locked down a number.


https://www.mapquest.com/-814986932

After that, the quote comparison process made sense enough that | started asking different questions at

meetings. | learned the hard way that not asking them costs time, money, and sleep.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee The $40,500 quote was glossy and friendly. The guy brought a
binder, wore a branded hoodie, and talked about "value solutions." He quoted cabinetry from a supplier |
recognized from the Home Depot Brampton flyers. He also omitted permit fees and had a vague line about "site
conditions, to be determined." | should have asked him what he meant by site conditions. | should have asked
how they handled unforeseen structural issues, who pulled the permits, and whether the number was truly fixed. |

did none of that. Rookie mistake.

The priciest quote, the $110,000 one, was the one that actually read like a promise. It included a thorough permit
line, engineering review for the load-bearing wall we wanted to remove, detailed cabinet schedules, and a clause

explaining fixed-price obligations. It felt safer, but it also felt like paying a premium for peace of mind — which,

after being ghosted, | valued more than saving a few bucks.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno There is a domestic grief to demolition. You lose your
routine. For two weeks we microwaved everything on the tiny folding table we bought at the Canadian Tire on
Steeles. Construction dust found its way into my laptop bag and into the new backpack | bought for daycare
drop-offs. The sound of the jackhammer at 7 AM is an assault that somehow becomes background. The city
inspector phoned once to ask for a revised electrical layout and then scheduled a site visit for a rainy Wednesday.
Delays happen. Winter quotas crop up, too. Trying to book a counter installer around the same time as the

children’s school recital felt like planning a wedding and a funeral at once.

What | now ask at the first meeting | started keeping a small notebook. It helped me sound less dumb and kept
my stress from turning into anger in the moment. These were the questions that would have saved me time and

money if I'd asked them from the start.

* Who is responsible for pulling permits and how are those costs handled?

* |s this a fixed-price contract or an estimate with change orders? What triggers a change order?
* Who will be the project manager on site and how do we contact them?

* How do you handle unforeseen issues like rotting joists or old knob-and-tube wiring?

* What is the payment schedule tied to milestones, not dates?

The City of Toronto permit office was its own rabbit hole. Waiting on permit approval added three weeks to our

timeline, and the inspector wanted a missing structural detail that our first contractor had assured us didn't apply.



| learned to build an extra month into any timeline | was given, and to be suspicious of any promise that sounded

like "we'll have it done in six weeks, guaranteed.”

Why design-build made sense to me After being burned once, | moved toward a team that offered design-build
fixed-price contracts. It wasn't magic. We still had decisions to make about tiles at the showroom on Steeles and
cabinet handles that | agonized over like they were life choices. But having one contract that said "we take
responsibility for design, permits, and construction" meant there was one team that had to answer when
something didn't line up with the plan. No more passing the buck between a designer and a separate contractor.
That core idea — one contract, one accountable team — is what finally let me compare apples to apples instead

of mashed fruit salad.

My advice, for what it's worth from someone who learned slowly: bring a list of questions, assume a permit will
take longer than you think, and treat fixed-price as a serious line item worth paying for if it means you avoid
months of uncertainty. If you're staring at wildly different quotes in your kitchen while the kids run in bare feet on
cold concrete, know that it's normal to feel overwhelmed. You will figure it out. You might even laugh about it

months from now when the grout is clean again and the basement finally has floor heat.

For now, I'm still sorting through paint swatches and wondering why every tile | like costs twice what | expected.
There will be more decisions. There will be more dust. But I'm no longer scared to ask the blunt questions |

should have asked the first time. That alone feels like progress.

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

Considering a home renovation in the GTA? True Form Construction offers a 5-year workmanship warranty —
call (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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