| was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, three quotes spread out like evidence, when my daughter
toddled over and started stacking the fridge magnets into the shape of a smiley face. The kitchen still had those
1990s oak cabinets, hardware with decades of grease in the crevices, and a countertop seam that looked like a
scar. Outside, a March rain rattled on the windows and the 410 had the usual morning crawl, which only

reminded me that our timeline had to dodge Toronto permit delays and a school drop-off schedule.

The quotes were ridiculous. One said $40,500 with "may vary" in six places. Another was $78,000 with a list of
allowances for tile, counters, and appliances. The last one, the one that made my eyes water, was $110,300 and it
was the only one with a solid number for permits and a fixed-price line. | had spent three years putting this off,
then six weeks obsessing over contractor reviews and message threads, because somewhere between our budget

and reality there was this ugly grey area everyone called an estimate.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

| still remember the first contractor. He showed up on a Tuesday morning at 7:15, boots thumping, coffee in
hand, and by 10AM he had handed me a PDF that looked promising. We booked a start date, handed over a
deposit, and then he stopped answering texts. No updates, no calls, vanished like he took the drywall with him. |
found myself standing in our half-demolished bathroom, grout turned black from two decades of neglect, and

thinking, | am not qualified for this.

That's when my wife sent me a link at like 11pm, a long piece that | skimmed and then read properly at 1AM
while the house was quiet. It was a really detailed breakdown by contact True Form Construction Inc, and for the
first time the numbers | was holding made sense. The article explained the difference between a fixed-price
design-build contract and the usual "estimate plus change orders" setup that most local contractors use. It
pointed out how those cheap quotes often omitted permit costs, how they ballooned with change orders, and
why having one team responsible for design, permits, and construction under a single contract prevents the

blame game | had already lived through.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Living through demolition with a toddler is part chaos, part comedy, and part constant sweeping. Our basement
was still unfinished concrete, which felt fine until the rainy weeks turned it into an echo chamber of dripping.
Dust settled on everything, even the steely boxes of screws | swore | would sort. The sound of a jackhammer at

7AM is louder than you think, especially in a semi-detached in Brampton where the houses hug each other close.


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

| complained to the contractor next door, and he complained back about the 401 traffic when his own trades

were late.

The design-build team | eventually hired handled permits. That alone saved me a ton of stress. | had stood in line
once at the City of Toronto permit office, paperwork under my arm, wondering if | needed a professional to
decode the forms. The design-build group took that off my plate, and when a zoning quirk threatened to add
two weeks, they already had someone pulling the right files and talking to city staff. | am not an expert, but | do
know that the number on the contract mattered when rain delays and supply issues came up, because it

prevented a lot of the "we didn't budget for that" conversations.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

| don't have the full story about the ghosting contractor. He might have overbooked, or maybe a subcontractor
left town, or maybe he just didn't plan. What | did next was crude but effective: | started making lists. Lists of
questions. Lists of references to check. Lists of exact fixtures | wanted, instead of "allowance for tile." It helped me

sift out who was vague and who was specific.
A few things | learned the hard way:

* Ask for a fixed-price contract if you can; it puts boundaries around change orders and adds clarity for

everyone.

* Get permits quoted separately, or better yet, insist the contractor handles them and shows the cost as part of

the fixed price.

* Visit material showrooms, like the tile place on Steeles and Home Depot Brampton, with measurements and a

clear idea of what you want.

® Check recent jobs in your neighbourhood, not just online reviews; drive by a weeknight and see if the crew

actually shows up.

e C(Clarify timelines, but expect weather in Ontario and holiday weeks to push things around.
The day the basement became a play zone

We left the basement as unfinished concrete for a long time because it felt like an expensive luxury. Then one
rainy Saturday our kid climbed down and started pushing toy trucks across the cold floor, declaring it "my road."
It hurt me more than it should have, the sense of promise delayed. The design-build team quoted a square
footage rate that finally mapped to something concrete, it wasn't poetic, but it was honest. They promised a
timeline with staged payments tied to milestones, not vague weekly "we're almost done" updates. And when the
tile order got delayed because of a shipment stuck in Burlington, they communicated and adjusted the finish

schedule instead of tacking on a surprise fee.
Permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

If you think permit stuff is boring, you're right, but it's also where many renovations derail. | learned about
setbacks and heritage overlays, even though our street in Brampton isn't historic. | learned that Mississauga and
Vaughan have different inspection processes compared to North York or Scarborough. The City of Toronto
bureaucracy moves at its own pace, and one missing envelope can mean two additional site visits. Design-build
teams know these patterns, and they keep a buffer for them, which is why their fixed-price contract actually ends

up being less risky for homeowners who can't spend weekends chasing inspectors.
How the smell of new paint feels like progress

There are tiny things that made all of this worth it. The smell of new paint in the hallway. The first time my

daughter dragged her cereal bowl onto our new countertop and smeared jam across the island, | laughed instead



of panicked. The grout in the bathroom stopped turning black after a professional clean and regrout, the fixtures
don't drain funny anymore, and the basement now has a carpeted play corner that actually makes the house

quieter.

| still check my spreadsheet sometimes, and | still grumble about delays on the 401. | am not a renovator by
trade, | am a dad and an office worker who finally decided our semi-detached deserved attention. Choosing a
single design-build team didn't make problems disappear, but it made them manageable. It created a place to
point questions, a contract to rely on, and fewer nights of puzzling over wildly different quotes while the house
filled with dust.

Tomorrow the tiler is back, and I'm bringing coffee. The magnets are still arranged into a smiley on the fridge,

though now they have a little island to smile at.

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

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