
I am sitting at the kitchen table with a stack of contractor quotes and a half-drunk Tim Hortons, and the room
still smells faintly of drywall dust. The original 1990s cabinets are gone now, but the dust has settled on the kid’s
toy cars and on the Parmesan jar I forgot to move. My wife is trying to entertain our three-year-old in the living
room so they do not have to witness yet another tile delivery. Outside, a neighbour’s dog is barking at a crew van
idling on the street. It’s 7:15 a.m., and the noise has already started.

The three quotes are different enough to make my head spin. One was $40,000 and read like a grocery list with
no mention of permits. Another sat at $75,000 and included a "best guess" for the electrical work. The last one
was $110,000 and came with detailed line items, drawings, and a sentence that actually used the words fixed-
price contract. I had spent three years talking about doing this reno. I finally pulled the trigger, only to learn fast
that an estimate is not a promise.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The cheapest bid looked great on paper until the subcontractor showed up and said the wall needed more
structural work. Suddenly there were change orders. The guy who wrote the $40K estimate was nowhere to be
found to discuss them. When I phoned, he answered at first, then stopped returning messages. That was the
ghosting moment that taught me not to trust a smile and a low number.

The $75K quote kept ballooning because permit fees and unseen issues were added later. The crew left for a day
to "source tile" and didn’t come back for three mornings. I learned the hard way that "estimate plus change
orders" often means you are buying flexibility for the contractor and risk for yourself.

The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

I did not realize how much time the City of Toronto process could take. I thought Brampton or Mississauga
permits might be easier because we live in Brampton, but the work touched shared walls and required
documentation that only a proper application could satisfy. I spent an entire Friday at the permit counter
watching someone in a suit argue over a set of plans while I leafed through outdated brochures. The delays
pushed our timeline into the rainy part of spring, which meant tarp-covered countertops and a lot of damp, cold
mornings. The rain tracked mud across our driveway from trucks idling on the 410, and I learned to keep an extra
box of wipes by the back door.

How a late-night link changed everything



I honestly felt swamped and a bit stupid for not knowing the difference between contract types. My wife sent me
a link to custom True Form Construction reno at like 11 p.m. On a Tuesday, and I read it in bed while the house
was quiet. That breakdown explained fixed-price design build versus the "estimate plus change orders" setup
most local contractors use. It wasn’t a sales pitch. It laid out in plain language why having one team handle
design, permits, and construction under a single contract prevents the classic finger-pointing between designer
and builder. That explained why my quotes were all over the map, and for the first time the numbers made sense.
It didn’t fix everything overnight, but it changed how I compared offers.

Why I finally hired a team that actually showed up

After the ghosting incident I stopped looking for the cheapest price, and started looking for proof that someone
would be there when they said they would. The team we picked had a firm that offered a design build package,
included permits, and quoted a fixed price for the main scope of work. They were not perfect. Communication
was slow sometimes, and there were three dusty Saturdays where they worked on the basement and tracked
concrete dust through the house. But they showed up. That alone felt like progress.

Living through the renovation, day by day

Demolition started at 7 a.m., which is shockingly loud. The sound of a hammer on 30-year-old tile will make you
appreciate quiet like you did not before. Dust settled in corners I did not know existed. Our unfinished basement
became a landing zone for boxes and a temporary play area on bare concrete. Our child thought it was a new
kind of playground and, to be honest, that helped. We wrapped furniture in plastic, bought an industrial fan from
Home Depot Brampton, and made frequent runs to the tile showroom on Steeles because choosing grout color
turns into an emotional decision when you stare at samples for hours.

There were small victories that taste bigger than the money saved. The contractor replaced rotten framing behind
the stove that I would have missed. The electrician actually tidied up the old knotted wiring. We finally got rid of
the blackened bathroom grout that had been a pet peeve for years. And yes, the design build approach meant I
did not have to play traffic cop between the designer and the builder when an issue came up.

What I wish someone told me before we started

Get a fixed-price contract for the bulk of the scope if you can, not just a handshake or an estimate.

Ask for a clear schedule with milestones and insist on a point person you can reach, not just a company
phone number.

Budget for at least 10 to 15 percent more than your quote for unexpected stuff, permits, and changes you
will inevitably want.

Expect the permit timeline to influence your start date, especially if the work touches shared walls or
structural changes.

A few practical annoyances that stuck with me

The trucks idling on the 401 during rush hour meant deliveries arrived late. Shipping dates for appliances slid by
two weeks because of a supplier in Vaughan. Someone parked across our driveway one day, and I realized how
much patience you need to coordinate truck arrivals. Also, in suburban Ontario weather, paint dries slower when
it is humid, and that pushed back cabinet installation by a day, which felt like a week.

I am not a designer or a contractor. I am a dad, married, a bit sleep-deprived, living in Brampton. I learned things
the hard way. I learned to ask for permits upfront and to read the fine print of "fixed price" versus vague
estimates. I learned that a higher number can actually be a better deal if it includes permits, design, and a real
promise to finish. And I learned that finding someone who shows up is priceless.

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


The house is not perfect yet. There are still paint touch-ups, a small grout line that bugs me, and a plan to finish
the basement someday when we can afford it. For now, the kitchen works, the bathroom grout is no longer a
daily annoyance, and the kid has a new favorite spot to crash after preschool. I keep the stack of quotes in a
drawer. Every so often I pull them out to remind myself why I will never again assume the cheapest price is the
best plan. Next on the list is finally getting that basement quote I have been delaying, but that is a story for
another rainy Saturday.

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

Considering a design-build project in Toronto? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build
team — 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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