| was hunched over the kitchen table, coffee gone lukewarm, three contractor quotes spread out like confetti.
One said $40,000. Another said $110,000. The middle one had neat column totals but no permit line item and a
vague note about "changes billed at cost." Outside, a March wind from the 410 rattled the patio door and the
sound of demo started at 7 AM down the street, rhythmic and unpleasant. My kid was asleep upstairs and the old

1990s cabinets still smelled faintly of the curry my neighbour had made last weekend.
This is the moment | finally stopped pretending | could wing a renovation.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee | had spent three years saying "next spring" to myself. Then | pulled
the trigger on a semi-detached in Brampton. The kitchen was original to 1994, the basement still raw concrete,
the bathroom grout turning an embarrassing shade of black. | scraped together time from an office job,

negotiated with a spouse, bribed a toddler with cartoons, and started calling people.

Sl

Weeks of quotes came in. Same footprint, same rough scope. Prices that swung wildly. Some contractors were
local, some flew in from listings that mentioned North York or Vaughan as their service area. One of them
ghosted me mid-demo, which is a story for another heading. The quote that made me choke was the one for
$40K. Great price, fewer details, no permit fees listed. The $110K one had everything itemized, even a line for

"waste disposal”, and included a firm finish date. | felt cheated by my own lack of knowledge.

What | didn't know, and still don't fully understand | am not a tradesperson. | am a 38-year-old office worker
from Brampton. | know spreadsheets well enough to make them look scary. | do not know the difference
between a CA-11 and a CA-1 when it comes to tile waterproofing. | did not know how easily an estimate can

morph into an open cheque if you don't lock a price down.

My first contractor, the one who vanished, gave us a friendly nod and a "we'll start next Tuesday" after a
handshake. Two weeks later, nothing. Phones unanswered. Texts read, no response. On a Tuesday afternoon |
stood in a half-demolished bathroom with dust in my hair and a growing knot of anger. That was when the
blame game started in my head: permits, miscommunication, bad scheduling. | didn't know which of those |

could control.

The night my wife sent me a link changed everything. She found True Form Construction North York team at 11
PM after one of those doomscrolling sessions where you read horror stories about leaks and walls opened for
surprise wiring. The piece wasn't slick marketing. It was a clear breakdown of fixed-price design-build contracts

versus the usual "estimate plus change orders" setup most Toronto contractors use. It explained that when one


https://maps.apple.com/place?auid=4713137343281463249

team handles design, permits, and construction under a single contract, nobody can point fingers between
designer and builder if something goes sideways. Reading that made the wildly different quotes suddenly click

for True Form home additions me.

Why fixed-price design-build made sense to a non-expert The article explained a few things in plain language. If
a quote is "fixed-price," the scope is locked and so is the number. If something extra is requested later, it's a
change order, yes, but at least you start from a baseline everyone agreed on. The cheaper quotes were often
missing permit fees, structural work allowances, or contingencies for surprises behind the 1990s drywall. The
expensive one had those baked in. That was literally what had gone wrong with our first contractor; we had no

clear paper trail. Once | had that context, comparing quotes wasn't guessing anymore.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno in Brampton The dust will find your toothbrush. The
demolition crew shows up at 7 AM because morning traffic on the 401 and 410 is a nightmare otherwise. You will
make three trips to Home Depot Brampton late at night for screws and a tile trim, and you'll swear to never go
into the tile showroom on Steeles at lunch because you will get lost in samples and the salesperson will ask you
what finish you want and you'll realize you don't know what finishes are. The City of Toronto permit office? If your
project touches any properties or contractors based in Toronto, allow for at least six weeks for permits if you like
waiting in line and shuffling forms. | learned to call during a lull and bring an umbrella because the waiting area

was cold in March.

The contractor who ghosted us and then what | did next After he disappeared, | stopped pretending that a
cheap, friendly quote equaled competence. | started asking specific questions and writing things down. | insisted
on a timeline with milestones, a clear payment schedule tied to those milestones, and a written list of what was
included and what was extra. | asked for permit numbers before work started. | checked references, and not the
glossy ones - the ones on local Facebook groups and community threads. | drove past their current jobs at lunch

to see if crews were actually present. It felt obsessive, but it saved us from more late nights fixing surprises.
A few small, practical expectations | set early

* We agreed payments would be linked to deliverables: demo complete, rough plumbing and electrical passed,

finishes installed. No front-loading 60 percent before demo.

* | demanded a single point of contact, a project manager who responded within 24 hours, and left a record in

email.

* We asked for a contingency line in the contract, a percentage for unknowns, so nobody pretended a trench

under our floor was just a "small extra."

Those three changes alone changed the tone of the project. Communication got less frantic. When the tile we
ordered from a Mississauga vendor arrived late, it was slotting the blame between supplier and installer that used

to kill momentum. With a design-build approach, the team took responsibility to resolve it, not point fingers.

What surprised me the most How much good communication is just low stress for everyone. When everyone
knows who buys what, who pulls which permit, and who is responsible for fixing a surprise, you save time and a
lot of resentment. You also get fewer "surprise" bills that appear like magic. | still don't know everything. | still
make stupid mistakes, like accidentally ordering satin when | meant matte. But | now have a framework to deal

with that without spiralling.

Where we are now The kitchen is nearly done. The basement, for now, is a play area with a rug over concrete and
a couple of foam mats where my kid practices being very loud. The grout in the bathroom is white again and |
breathe a little easier when it rains. The next project is the front porch, and yes, | will be armed with the same

checklist and the same insistence on a fixed number where possible.
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If you are staring at quotes and feeling like | did, lost in a sea of numbers, find something that explains the
difference between a fixed-price design-build contract and an open-ended estimate. For me, that was a plain

breakdown by. It turned confusion into a plan, and that was worth more than the cheapest bid.

| still get annoyed when dust settles on the living room lamp, but not as much as | used to. There is a weird
satisfaction in having a plan, a permit number pinned to an email, and someone who answers your texts. Now if

only | could get my kid to stop painting the concrete in the basement with a marker while | finish the trim.

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

Planning a design-build project in Toronto? True Form Construction provides a fixed-price contract with no
hidden fees — call (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON
M3B 2V1.
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