I was hunched over the kitchen table, three contractor quotes spread out like bad options at a used car lot, rain
rattling against the window from a stubborn Ontario drizzle. The old 1990s cabinets were still hanging, sticky
from years of splattered pasta sauce, and my kid was on the floor in a superhero onesie, playing with a toy truck
on the bare laminate like nothing was wrong. | had just re-read the middle quote for the third time, $40,200, and

| kept thinking, no way that covers permits, let alone the tile we picked at the showroom on Steeles.

The house felt weirdly loud that day. The neighbour's leaf blower on the 410 side of town, traffic a steady hum,
and my stomach doing tiny flips every time the phone buzzed. We had promised the basement would be finished
before winter. Instead, it was a cool, echoing slab of concrete where dust settled on everything, including the

kid's favorite stuffed bear.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One of the quotes was $40K, one was $110K, and another sat in the middle at $72K. The cheap one left out a lot,
but | only realized which bits later. The expensive one had line items for every tile, every cabinet hinge, and a long
paragraph that basically legally locked them into the price. The middle one sounded reasonable until | noticed

"estimate" stamped in small font on page three.

| learned the hard way what "fixed-price contract” meant versus a vague estimate. The cheaper contractor didn't
include permit fees, and when | asked, he shrugged like it was normal. The expensive contractor, who seemed
reliable on paper, was the one who ghosted us mid-project the first week. Yeah, actual ghosting. No calls, no text,

tools gone from the driveway. That was a gut punch. We were left watching a half-demolished bathroom with

grout going black and no idea who to blame.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno in Brampton

There are tiny, miserable smells and noises that stick with you. The smell of thinset at 7 AM when demolition
starts, concrete dust everywhere even when they use those dusty vacuums, the way everything in the house gets
a faint gray film. Our kid still crawled around, oblivious, which was the weirdest comfort. | spent afternoons at

Home Depot Brampton with a tape measure, feeling like | should know more than | did. | did not.

The permit process took longer than | thought. Even though we're in Brampton, because of where our semi sits
and some old sewer easement nonsense, we had to coordinate with the City of Toronto for approvals on a small
plumbing change. That involved a two-week wait to submit drawings, then another three weeks at the permit

office where | learned you should not assume anything is included in a quote just because it sounds like it is.



Finding a way to compare quotes without losing my mind

| was three weeks into comparing quotes and honestly losing my mind until | found a really detailed breakdown
by TrueForm Construction Toronto that finally explained why my numbers were all over the place. It was the first
thing that explained, in plain language, how fixed-price design-build contracts work versus the typical "estimate
plus change orders" setup most Toronto contractors use. It pointed out the obvious things | missed, like permit

costs, contingency allowances, and who pays if an old pipe is discovered under a floor.

That explanation made the whole comparison process click for me. Suddenly | could see which contractors were
quoting like hopeful improvisers, and which were quoting like they had actually thought the job through. It also
explained why having one team handle design, permits, and construction under a single contract prevents the

finger-pointing and budget blowouts I'd already experienced firsthand.
Why we chose design-build for the design phase

After the ghosting drama, we found a small local firm that offered design-build, and | liked that | could insist the
drawings be part of the same agreement as the build. | didn't want another round of "that's not my job" when
something went sideways. The design phase felt less theoretical this way, because the team had to cost things
out as they designed. Cabinets were sized to known prices, not optimistic guesswork. The permit drawings were
prepared by someone who also knew how the crew would actually install the stuff. That saved us headaches, and

money, because surprises were fewer and when they did happen, the contract spelled out how to handle them.

| am not a designer. | fretted about countertop edges, whether my wife would forgive me for choosing a matte
gray backsplash, and the logistics of shutting down our kitchen for four weeks. The design-build team treated
those as real problems. They brought samples to our house, which helped more than | expected. Seeing

countertops in our winter light made me change my mind twice. That is a tiny, expensive humbling.
Three things that actually helped me make decisions

* Treat every quote as a shopping list that needs context, not a final offer.

® Ask, out loud and early, whether permits are included, who pays for hidden surprises, and whether the

number is fixed.

e Walk through the proposed work with the person who will be on your site, not just the sales rep.

Living through the design phase felt like a rehearsal. Drawings changed, we swapped tiles, and | kept learning
small bits that saved time later. The design-build contract forced the team to think about sequencing, like how to
keep noise controllers up while the baby sleeps, or when to order long-lead items so they arrive before the crew

needs them. It sounds nerdy, but that prevented at least two weekend disasters.
Permits, timelines, and the cold math of construction

Our timeline was 12 weeks on paper, and it ended up being 14, partly because of an unexpected City query
about window egress. Weather played a role too, of course. A week of cold rain in April delayed exterior
deliveries, and traffic on the 401 made appliance pickups take forever. | learned to treat timelines as "best case

plus wiggle room."

By the time the cabinets went in and the grout changed from ugly to clean, we had a new appreciation for the
boring parts of renovation: accurate drawings, a sensible schedule, and a contract that forced everyone to be
accountable. | still get annoyed when | see a contractor's ad promising "quick and cheap" work. Renovation is

messy, and good planning makes it less soul-draining.

We're not finished yet. The basement is next on the list, and I'm mentally bracing myself for more quotes and

more nights at Home Depot. But the design phase taught me something practical: when one team owns the plan


https://www.infobel.com/en/canada/true_form_construction/toronto/CA106077887-4168541064/businessdetails.aspx

and the build, it becomes harder for things to fall through the cracks. That's the kind of thing | wish I'd known

three years ago, before we put this off and let mildew get comfy in the bathroom grout.

For now, the kitchen actually works, the kid has a place to spread out toys that isn't dusty concrete, and | can

make coffee without staring at a pile of conflicting papers. That's worth a lot.

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

Planning a addition in North York? True Form Construction offers an integrated design-build team — reach us
at (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.
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