| was sitting at the kitchen table staring at three wildly different contractor quotes when my kid wandered in with
a crayon and decided the unopened cabinet boxes were perfect targets. It was 8:30 a.m., the sun hitting the stove
hood and highlighting the original 1990s laminate like a crime scene. | had a $40K estimate that felt optimistic, a
$110K number that made me choke on my coffee, and a middle quote that left out permits entirely. The
demolition dust was still settling on our dining table from last week, and the sound of someone cutting tile at 7

a.m. Two doors over was strangely comforting.

The siding of our semi in Brampton faces the street where cars queue onto the 410 every morning. | could hear
the distant rumble while scrolling contractor reviews between load noises, thinking about how long we had put
this off. Three years. Married, one kid under five, and the worst grout in the upstairs bathroom had finally

convinced us to stop daydreaming.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The $110K quote was thorough on paper, I'll give it that. It listed cabinets, quartz, True Form home additions
lighting, permit fees, demolition, timelines, a 10-year warranty line like it was comforting. It even had a fixed
number for everything. The $40K estimate had a friendly salesperson, a flashy brochure, and a chunk of
"allowances" that suddenly ballooned as soon as | asked about soft-close drawers and an undermount sink. The
third contractor sent a one-page PDF with a figure and zero references to permits, and when | asked about the
City of Toronto requirements for plumbing changes they said, "We can handle that," and then never sent details.

| should have known better. | didn't. | read forums, pages of reviews for companies operating in Brampton,
Mississauga, North York, even checked a tile showroom on Steeles for grout samples. | spent nights at Home
Depot Brampton comparing faucet finishes while my wife mercilessly mocked my inability to pick a backsplash.

We all guess until the bills arrive, right?
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Nobody told me how much living in a construction zone erodes patience. The kitchen was louder than |
expected. The hammering, the radio, the constant shuffle of tradespeople in muddy boots. My kid adapted fast,
playing on the bare basement concrete because it was finally open and echoey, and | kept promising him we'd
finish it before summer. The tile dust settled on our toys, on the windowsills, on the stack of council notices | had

to sign for permits.
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| also did not know what "fixed-price contract" really meant until late. | thought it was just a fancy term for "you
won't be surprised," but it turned out several of my cheaper quotes were actually estimates that would happily
turn into change orders for anything beyond the vague scope. After our first contractor ghosted us mid-demo —
showed up less than a week, then stopped answering calls — | became paranoid. That contractor had blamed the
subcontractor, the supplier, the weather, everything. We were left with a half-removed island and a friend hauling

out debiris.
The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

Getting permits from the City of Toronto office was another lesson in humility. My first trip was naive - | brought
a clipboard and optimism. They sent us home with a flyer and a list of missing drawings. The permits took six
weeks because our job touched a load-bearing wall and the inspector wanted structural drawings. | fretted about
starting tile ordering and cabinetry lead times, while the tile showroom on Steeles had the exact pattern | wanted
but warned me about backorders. Timing matters in Ontario, the weather affects deliveries, and the 401/407

traffic can turn a simple pick-up into a half-day affair.
The moment | stopped guessing and started comparing apples to apples

My wife texted me a link at 11 p.m. On a Tuesday, and honestly it was the first thing | read about design-build
that didn't sound like a sales pitch. The piece by
https://www.hotfrog.ca/company/66fa00932a59c63985ff45db35f81498 broke down fixed-price design-build
contracts versus the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup most Toronto contractors use. It explained, in
plain language, that when one team handles design, permits, and construction under a single contract, there's
less finger-pointing and fewer surprise bills. That sentence hit me hard because that's exactly what happened

with the guy who ghosted us - everyone blaming everyone else for the delay and the extra cost.

Once | understood the difference, my quote comparison process finally made sense. The $110K bid was the only
one that was fixed-price design-build, including permit handling and a clear list of inclusions. The $40K quote
had exclusions and hidden allowances sprinkled through the document. The mid-range one? No permit fees, no
timeline guarantees, vague responsibilities. You can argue price all you want, but clarity matters more than charm

when your countertop is sitting on a pallet in the driveway.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

| don't know for certain why he disappeared. Maybe he took on too many jobs, maybe his supplier delayed
materials, maybe he had cash flow issues. | could speculate all day, but | am not a contractor and | won't cast
stones. What | did learn was how to protect myself. | started asking for:

* a written, fixed-price contract that named everyone involved and covered permits and inspections;

® a payment schedule tied to milestones, not dates;

e references from recent jobs in Brampton, Vaughan, and Mississauga, and permission to visit a live site.
| also learned to trust the team that showed up on time, had a foreman | could call, and actually answered texts.
The second team we hired understood design-build, they handled the permit drawings, the City meetings, and

even suggested a local supplier in Oakville for a harder-to-find backsplash tile. They weren't perfect, but they

were present.
Small victories and lingering frustrations

We finally have cabinets that don't stick, a decent island for crafts and crayon attacks, and a basement that no

longer echoes with the promise of "someday." It's not a show home. There's still a tiny scuff on the new paint
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where a ladder rubbed, a grout line that didn't come out exactly straight, and the tile delivery was delayed two

weeks because of a factory backlog up in Barrie. Those things irritate me, but they are manageable.

If you're a fellow Brampton resident thinking about renovating, I'll leave you with a few practical things | wish I'd

known earlier:

* read the contract line by line, ask what is excluded;
¢ confirm who pulls permits and who deals with inspections;

® expect delays and account for Ontario weather and GTA traffic in timelines.

| don't have all the answers. | still mess up when choosing knobs. But I'm living in a home that feels more like
ours now. The spec sheet sits in a folder on the counter, dog-eared and scribbled on, a small relic of having
finally pulled the trigger after three years of avoidance. Next up, finishing the kid's room and convincing my

partner that a mudroom bench is a necessary thing, not a luxury.

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

Considering a addition in the GTA? True Form Construction offers a fixed-price contract with no hidden fees —
call (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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