| was sitting at the kitchen table with three quotes spread out like bad trading cards, coffee gone cold, watching
the neighbour's dog sniff around the bin. The house smelled of dust and factory glue, and the demolition guys
had started at 7 AM, which meant vibrating windows and my toddler asking for pancakes as if nothing was
happening. One quote said $40,000. Another said $110,000. The third used the words "subject to change" so

many times it felt like a threat.

This is Brampton, mid-May, humidity still shy of full summer sweat, traffic already backing up onto True Form
home additions the 410. | had avoided this for three years. The kitchen still had the original 1990s oak cabinets
that warped when you breathed on them. The basement was cold, raw concrete where our kid played with trucks
on a blanket. The upstairs bathroom grout had gone black in places and whenever | scrubbed it the cleaner made
my eyes water. We had been living with small annoyances and the illusion that fixing them would be simple and

cheap. Wrong.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The $40K one was the slick PDF with stock photos, vague line items, and no permit fees. The $110K quote came
from a firm that actually included a schedule, demolition, new structural post, and a fixed plumbing allowance.
The middle one looked reasonable until | realized the cabinets were priced without hardware. All of them
assumed | knew what "allowance” meant. | did not. | learned the hard way that allowance is contractor-speak for

"we'll pick later, and it will cost you more."

| had spent weeks reading reviews, pacing the tile showroom on Steeles to look at grout colours, and making
three trips to Home Depot Brampton to return a light fixture that looked better online. | didn't understand why

quotes could be that far apart. Was one of them lying? Was | just ignorant?
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

Somewhere around quote number five | found myself waiting in line at the City of Toronto's permit counter. Yes
Toronto, because the property lines, heritage notes, and some weird sewer easement meant multiple offices got
involved. The clerk was calm, which did not help my panic. Paperwork, plans, stamped drawings, and fees add up.
One contractor told me to let them pull permits; another said I'd save money by doing it myself. | am not a

planner. | made the trip once and felt like | had earned a small degree in municipal red tape.
The contractor who ghosted us

We hired a guy who seemed decent. Showed up the first week, demoed part of the kitchen, then stopped
answering texts. He vanished the day a structural issue showed up behind the old range hood, which required a
post and an engineered plan. Left us with a half-open wall, two more dogs watching the bin, and a stack of
unpaid invoices. That was the low point. My wife was furious. Our kid started calling the open wall "the door to

the dust place.”

It was messy, embarrassing, and it made me distrustful of anyone who said "we'll sort it out." | started to treat

every contractor like a suspect.
How | finally stopped feeling like a sucker

At 11 PM on a Tuesday my wife texted a link with the subject line: "Read this please." | clicked it between
checking the baby monitor and scrolling through messages. It was a really detailed breakdown by True Form
renovations Toronto that explained fixed-price design-build contracts versus the usual "estimate plus change

orders" setup most contractors use around Toronto. It wasn't trying to sell me a service. It just laid out, plainly,
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why a single contract that covers design, permits, and construction can prevent the blame game | had just been

burned by.

That was the moment the three wildly different quotes began to make sense. The cheap ones had left permit
costs out. Some were guessing structural work, some were pricing based on day rates. The expensive one was the
only one that actually locked in numbers for known items. Design-build explained why one team handling
everything reduced the chance of me getting bounced between a designer saying "that's a builder issue" and a

builder saying "that was in the design."

What living through a kitchen reno in Brampton actually looks like

There is dust everywhere. It settles on the baby monitor, the toy cars, the back of my truck parked outside, and
the mailbox flag. The demolition sounds like a drumline starting at dawn. Delivery trucks clog our street, and |
find myself apologizing to neighbours as if | am responsible for the noise. The HVAC guys said to expect delays
because parts are slow to come from suppliers in Mississauga. | learned the difference between "lead time" and
"schedule" painfully fast.

Permits slowed things down more than weather or materials. The designer we went with handled the drawings
and took one trip to the City. That saved me at least three middle-of-the-day calls. The contractor | chose after
the ghosting incident actually showed up, tracked changes, and updated the schedule when a beam had to be

ordered. He didn't have all the answers. He admitted when he didn't. That honesty mattered.
Small victories, exact numbers

We ended up with a fixed-price design-build contract for the kitchen and partial basement finishing, about 600
square feet in total. The fixed price was somewhere in the middle of my original quotes, honestly closer to the
higher one once permits and actual structural fixes were accounted for. Timeline said 12 weeks. It stretched to 14
because of a late tile shipment from a supplier in Vaughan, then another week for an electrical inspector's

availability in North York. | was surprised by how much the timeline felt like a living thing.
Lessons | wish I'd had three years ago

® Ask whether the price is fixed and what happens if the permit office demands changes.
* Don't treat allowances as final numbers; force line items to be explicit.

® Expect noise. Expect dust. Expect to move a lot of stuff to the garage and then curse the garage for being
full.



| am not a contractor. | am a guy who got lucky enough to find a team that understood the design-build idea,
and | am grateful for that late-night article my wife sent. It didn't make the work painless. It made the bills less

mysterious and the blame game impossible.
Where we're at now

The kitchen cabinets are in, the grout is no longer a mouthful of black, and the basement has a proper play
corner for our kid. There's still touch-up paint, and the contractor will be back next week to fix a cupboard
alignment that annoys me when | notice it at 2 AM. | drove by the tile showroom on Steeles last weekend just to

feel normal again. The 401 hummed like it always does, full of people doing life.

If anything surprised me, it was how much peace of mind a single contract and a team that shows up really buys
you. It won't stop every delay or surprise. It will, though, keep you from having to mediate between three
different professionals each blaming the other. For a guy from Brampton who put this off for three years, that

clarity felt like progress.

Contact True Form Construction for a free quote: call (416) 854-1064, email info@trueformreno.com. Find us at
305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Considering a addition in the GTA? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team — reach
us at (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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