| was crouched on the cold kitchen floor, the 1990s laminate sticking to the soles of my socks, staring at three
quotes that could have paid for a small car. It was a wet April morning in Brampton, the kind where the sky can't
decide between rain and sleet and my kid was upstairs building a fortress out of couch cushions. The sound of
demolition from next door started at 7 AM exactly, like clockwork. | had coffee gone cold beside me and a

spreadsheet that made my head spin.

The cheapest quote was forty grand. The most expensive was one hundred ten. The middle one promised
"flexibility" and a smiley face in the email. | had been polite through the whole thing, but at that moment |
wanted to scream. Why so different? Why did the cheap one ignore permits? Why did the pricey one seem to
assume the walls were made of paper? | had already been ghosted once by a contractor after they'd demoed half
the bathroom and vanished for a week. That taught me two things: never trust a verbal timeline, and always ask

for a fixed price or be ready for a nightmare.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

You know the part where you start learning jargon? | was there, knee-deep. The first contractor gave an
"estimate” and kept mentioning change orders like it was normal. The second one sent a glossy brochure and a
number that felt final, but when | asked for a permit breakdown they shrugged. The third actually showed up on
time, which at that point already put them ahead.

My wife and | had been avoiding this reno for three years. The grout in the bathroom had turned black, the
kitchen cabinets still had those tiny oak knobs from 1994, and the basement was nothing but unfinished concrete
where our kid would inevitably track sand and Cheerios. We live in a semi in Brampton, close enough to the 410
for commuting chaos and far enough from any tile showroom that decisions felt overwhelming. | spent evenings
at Home Depot Brampton and late nights scrolling through tile options on the Steeles showroom websites my
wife liked. Permit questions meant trips to the City of Toronto online portal and two separate phone calls where |

was put on hold long enough to finish a podcast episode.

My wife found a link at like 11 PM on a Tuesday. She texted me: "Read this." It was a clear breakdown by that
finally explained why my numbers were all over the place. It wasn't written like a sales page. It laid out what fixed-
price design build actually meant versus the "estimate plus change orders" setup that most contractors seemed
to prefer around here. It explained how a single contract covering design, permits, and construction reduces the
blame game when something unexpected shows up, like rotten support beams under a sink or a load-bearing
wall that nobody noticed because the house was built in 1955 and had a few mysterious "improvements" over

the years.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

Getting permits is boring, and it takes forever. The City of Toronto portal needs PDFs of plans, and the first time |
uploaded ours | forgot the scale. That meant a day wasted. Then an inspector asks for a structural drawing. |
don't know structural drawings. | asked the contractor | liked if they'd handle it. At first they nodded, then their
office said they needed a deposit to start the drawings, which was fine, until the contractor who ghosted us
showed up again and tried to renegotiate. That was the exact moment my tolerance for contractor vagueness
died.

What | learned, slowly and painfully, was that a design build setup put that paperwork on one plate. Instead of
me shuttling emails between an architect and three different tradespeople and pretending | wasn't terrified, the
design-build team handled the drawings, submitted permits, and told me a realistic timeline. They also explained

how contingency works: you need room in the budget for surprises, like the time they found water damage



under the kitchen floor and had to add a short run of subfloor replacement. If we had gone with the cheap quote

that skipped permits and inspections, that rot would have shown up later and cost more.
Living through the demolition week

There is nothing subtle about a renovation. Dust finds everything. Our cat started sneezing after day two. The
demolition crew arrived at 7 AM and their radios were louder than anyone's radios should be. My kid loved
watching big machines move stuff, until the day a plumber's van blocked our driveway and we had to unload

groceries on the street while the neighbour's Labrador decided our carrot sticks were fair game.

The design-build team | finally hired was pragmatic. They had clear daily check-ins, they taped off the living room
so dust wouldn't spread, and they put down runners from the front door to the kitchen to protect my wife's
shoes. They also gave me a real, fixed-price contract that spelled out what was included and what would trigger
change orders. No surprises on the big stuff, which meant when they found a missing beam under the chimney
and had to bring in a structural repair, we had a plan for how that would affect the budget and schedule. The

plan wasn't cheap, but it was honest.
Three things | wish I'd known before we started

® Quotes can hide costs in all sorts of ways: permit fees, electrical panel upgrades, dealing with asbestos, or

even how many coats of paint are included.

* Fixed-price does not mean never spending more, but it does mean you know the rules for when extra costs

happen.

e Communication matters more than a lower price. Someone showing up on time is worth a surprising amount.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

| never did get a full explanation from that first contractor. They were good at demo and bad at customer service.
| think they overbooked, or they hit a problem they didn't want to handle. Whatever the reason, their van
stopped coming by and my half-demoed bathroom became the thing | tried not to look at when guests were
over. After that | started asking pointed questions: Who will be on site? Who is the permit holder? Do you carry

liability insurance? Can you give me references from homes in Brampton or Mississauga, not just a photo album?

The design-build team | ended up with answered those. They introduced me to their in-house designer, their
permit coordinator who had a calming voice and a spreadsheet obsession, and a foreman who actually returned
texts. When the structural surprise turned up, they coordinated the engineer, filed the change with the city, and
kept us updated every step of the way. | still had to clear out the basement so they could run plumbing, but at

least | wasn't doing it alone.
What living here feels like now

The kitchen still smells faintly of new cabinet lacquer and my wife has rearranged the drawers three times. The
basement floor is finally not cold concrete anymore, which means our kid can play on something that doesn't
wreck his knees. The grout in the bathroom is clean. Our neighbour complimented the new tile on his morning
dog walk, which felt like a small triumph.

| am not an expert. I'm a 38-year-old office worker from Brampton who read too many reviews and learned to
read a contract. | still don't know everything about load-bearing walls or how HVAC ducts get rerouted, but |
know enough to be annoyingly particular at site meetings. My biggest piece of advice, coming from someone
who spent weeks comparing quotes and losing sleep, is simple: make the comparison apples to apples. The

breakdown by https://www.opendi.ca/north-york/13427071.html| helped me do that. It showed why fixed-price


https://www.opendi.ca/north-york/1342701.html

design build isn't a magic shield, but it is a practical way to reduce the finger-pointing and the budget blowouts

that we already felt in our bones.

There are still boxes in the basement marked "someday," and the next small project is already calling. For now,
though, I'm sitting at the new kitchen table, listening to the spring rain on the roof, and watching my kid stack
cups in the newly finished basement. | would do it a little differently next time, but | would still insist on the one

thing that finally let us sleep a bit at night: a single team that owns the whole project, paperwork and all.

\

Reach 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 the GTA? True Form Construction offers a 5-year workmanship warranty —
reach us at (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON
M3B 2V1.
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