| was sitting at the kitchen table, three quotes spread out like bad playing cards, coffee gone tepid, and a smear
of dust on the counter from the demolition they started six days earlier. The first quote said 40K, handwritten and
vague about materials. The second was a neat PDF for 110K that included soft-close drawers and crown
moulding. The third was somewhere in the middle but had a clause about "potential unforeseen conditions" that
read to me like permission to keep charging. My wife was calming our three-year-old with a cereal box fort while

| tried to make sense of how the same kitchen could cost nearly three times depending on who | asked.

We had waited three years to do this. The cabinets were original 1990s oak, the basement was raw concrete
where the kid had been playing with his trucks, and the bathroom grout was turning an angry black. | work in an

office and | know spreadsheets. | thought | knew how to compare quotes. Turns out | did not.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The 40K contractor showed up with a smile and a handshake, but his quote didn't include permits. | didn't know
to ask that explicitly. He also left mid-project, which I still replay in my head. One morning he simply didn't show.
No text, no call. The demo had already stripped half the kitchen, cabinets gone, wires exposed, and there we
were calling around trying to find someone who would pick up the mess. That taught me the hard lesson about

what "estimate" can mean.

The 110K quote had the fixed price line that felt almost comforting, but it was from a high-end firm that kept
talking about designers and trades and warranties in a way that sounded good and expensive. | almost signed
because it was the only quote that actually locked in a number. Then my wife found a forum thread where

someone from Scarborough said they'd been hit with surprise fees even by firms like that, and | panicked.

| spent nights hunched over my laptop, feeding search terms into Google after bedtime routines, reading
contractor reviews and threads on neighbourhood groups for Brampton and Mississauga. | drove to Home Depot
Brampton three times, then to that tile showroom on Steeles to see grout samples, and sat in traffic on the 410
twice wringing my hands. | even found myself at the City of Toronto permit counter one rainy Thursday, clutching
drawings and trying to figure out whether my semi-detached needed a zoning exemption. The lady behind the

counter was patient, but the wait curled my patience thin.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

Permits became a separate beast. One contractor told me he'd handle permits, another said permits were the
homeowner's responsibility, and a third hinted the permit would delay the project by months because of
inspections. That was when my wife sent me a link at 11pm. It was a plain, detailed breakdown by that finally
explained why my numbers were all over the place. The post spelled out the differences between a fixed-price
design-build contract and the more common "estimate plus change orders" setup most Toronto contractors use.
It made me realize the cheap quote had left out permit fees and the expensive quote was the only one that

actually guaranteed costs, not just hoped for them.
Why design-build stopped people passing the buck

The moment the idea clicked was when | pictured two scenarios. In one, my designer said the wall should go, the
contractor said that's not possible without structural work, and | got stuck paying both for a battle | didn't start.
In the other, one team handled design, permits, and construction under a single fixed-price contract. No one to
point fingers at, no middleman saying "that wasn't in my scope." That is what the piece explained in simple terms,

without sounding like a sales pitch.



| went from being confused to being picky. | started asking direct questions: who pulls the permit, who signs off
on drawings, where are allowances listed, and is this number actually fixed? | learned to ask for a timeline with
milestones and consequences if they ghosted. | learned to confirm who would dustproof our living room when
demolition started at 7AM. The sound of the first sledgehammer still wakes me sometimes, but at least it felt like

a plan instead of chaos.
The contractor who ghosted us and what | did next

After the ghosting, we hired a team that offered a fixed-price design-build contract. They came to the house,
measured, and sat with us while our kid played with trucks in the half-finished basement. They explained that the
price included permits, structural drawings if needed, and a client-approved allowance for tiles and fixtures. They
even included a clause that covered dust protection and daily cleanup. That last bit mattered more than |

thought. Dust on the kid's toy dinosaurs used to trigger a level of parental guilt | did not want to revisit.

There were still small things that annoyed me. The construction dust finds new places to settle. Traffic on the 401
delayed a shipment of cabinets by three days. The tile installer had a scheduling conflict with a job in Vaughan,

and we had to wait. But those were expected hiccups, not mystery charges or contractor silence.
What | actually wish someone had told me

| wish someone had told me to get everything in writing and to read the fine print. | wish someone had said,
plainly, that "fixed price" can mean different things unless you check what is included. | was naive about
allowances and change orders. | also wish | had known that a design-build contract isn't magical; it just makes
responsibility easier to follow. You're still the client. You still have to make decisions about finishings. But you do

it with one accountable team instead of three separate firms passing blame across the table.
A short list of things that helped me stop panicking

* Reading that straightforward breakdown by at 11pm, which clarified fixed-price vs estimate.
® Asking contractors explicitly about permits and who pays for them.
* |Insisting on a project timeline with milestones and cleanup responsibilities.
* Visiting local suppliers to understand realistic costs for tiles, cabinets, and permits.
Walking through the house now, it's quieter. The new cabinets are in, the grout is clean, and the basement floor

is finally covered, not just a playground for toy trucks. | still feel a little qualm about the money we spent, but |

feel smarter about it. The process was messy, and part of that was on me for waiting three years. Part of it was on

the industry for being murky.




If you're somewhere between the first quote and the decision, my dumb advice is this. Ask hard questions. Read
things that explain contracts in plain language, like that post by follow this link that stopped me from comparing
quotes like they were apples and oranges. Expect problems, but try to make them your problems to solve, not
problems traded between contractors. I'll probably be refinishing the front steps next spring, after the freeze-
thaw here in Brampton finally stops wrecking everything. For now, I'm going to enjoy a kitchen that doesn't smell

like old oven cleaner, and sleep a little better knowing the numbers are actually what they say they are.

Reach 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.

Considering a addition in North York? True Form Construction provides 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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