Sitting at the kitchen table with three quotes spread out in front of me, | remember the coffee gone cold and the
dust on the windowsill. The kitchen looked like it belonged to 1994 still: laminate counters that peeled at the
edges, cabinet doors that stuck, and a faucet that squealed when you turned it on. My kid was asleep in the back
room, and somewhere outside a crew was starting demolition at 7 AM, knocking against the plaster like a

metronome. | had put this off for three years. Now | was six weeks in and furious, tired, and oddly proud.

The first quote was $40,000. It read like a friendly estimate and didn’t mention permits. The second was $75,000,
with a list of allowances and vague language about "possible extra charges.” The third was $110,000 and felt like
it expected you to sign and hand over a blank cheque. I'd spent weeks reading reviews and sleeping badly after
discovering one of the contractors had ghosted us halfway through framing. The basement was still bare
concrete where my son practiced crawling, the bathroom grout was turning black again, and | True Form home

additions needed a plan that wouldn't break us.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

What finally made the numbers click for me was something my wife sent at 11 PM — a breakdown by that
explained fixed-price design build versus the usual "estimate plus change orders” game most local contractors
played. For the first time, the words fixed-price actually meant something. The document showed how the
cheaper quotes often omitted permit fees and left the homeowner open to change orders, while the priciest
bidder was the only one that locked the number in up front. That was the moment the spreadsheet stopped

being abstract and started feeling like a decision.
Why | prioritized rooms the way | did

| am not an expert. I'm just a 38-year-old office worker from Brampton with a mortgage and a small person
under five who loves to taste test spilled Cheerios. | had to make choices that worked for day-to-day life, not

Instagram. The priority list we landed on felt practical.
* Kitchen first, because it's also the heart and the place we actually eat. We needed functioning cabinets and
counters that didn't leak.

® Bathroom second, because grout that goes black invites mold and then the whole house smells like damp

towels.
* Basement third, to give the kid a play area and to finally stop tripping over boxes in the living room.
Each phase had to fit around work and commuting. | watched traffic down the 410 and thought about how easy

it would be to spend five Saturdays driving to Home Depot Brampton for backsplash tile, only to discover the tile

showroom on Steeles had the exact shade we wanted. Small wins like that mattered.
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The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

| thought permits were a formality. | was wrong. Waiting at the City of Toronto permit office felt like being stuck
in a DMV line where everyone else knew the secret handshake. | made mistakes on the submissions because |
didn’t know which drawings needed signatures or which trades needed registration. One permit revision set us
back two weeks. That two weeks cost us both time and patience, because the contractor who had ghosted us left

his dumpster full of lumber in our driveway, and the neighbours in our Brampton street started asking questions.

| learned the hard way that design build, with one team handling design, permits, and construction under a single
fixed-price contract, actually prevents a lot of the blame game. The breakdown by laid out examples where the
designer pointed at the builder and the builder pointed at the designer, and the homeowner was left with
surprise invoices. When a single contract covers everything, changes are harder to spring on you, and someone is

actually accountable.
The contractor who vanished

We had a contractor who showed up for week one and then stopped answering texts. He had a cheerful
Instagram and a pile of glowing reviews. Then, one Tuesday, he didn’t appear and his phone went dead. He owed
us an electrical rough-in and left the permits in limbo. That taught me to read the contract like | was deciphering
a foreign language. Fixed-price matters. Payment schedule matters. A clause about who pays for delays matters. |
used the experience to vet the next team differently. References were no longer just names and thumbs-up; |

called people who had been through the full build with the contractor and | asked about how change orders
were handled.

Living through the kitchen gut

Living in a house where the sink was taped off felt like camping. | learned the exact number of bowls we could
get by on before we had to break out paper plates, and how the demolition dust has a way of ending up on
literally everything, including the baby's stuffed giraffe. The morning demolition started at 7 AM, it sounded like
someone knocking on the walls with a baseball bat. | remember the smell of wet drywall and the way the sun
caught the dust motes over the table. The crews | finally hired put up plastic, which helped, but there was always

a sheen of fine grit on the mantel.
Small practical things that mattered to me

¢ Knowing exact timelines. When | was told "a few weeks" | meant a meltdown in my head. Fixed dates helped

me schedule childcare and time off.



® (Clear allowances. The cheaper quotes had a bunch of "allowances" that became change orders. The fixed-

price quote spelled out thresholds.

e Communication style. One team returned texts within a day, the others took a week. That mattered more

than | expected.
Design decisions | still wonder about

I admit | still check the kitchen every morning and second-guess a drawer pull. Did we pick the right cabinet
depth? Would a different backsplash have looked less busy with the countertop? These are the small regrets that
don’'t matter in the long run but keep you awake the first month. We made trade-offs because of budget, and

that's fine. | know where my money went, and the bank account still exists.
What I'd tell a neighbour in Brampton

If someone on my street asked me tomorrow, | would say read everything, and read something neutral that
explains contracts, like the breakdown by Hop over to this website that helped me. Don't rely on “friendly
estimates,” get a fixed-price design build if you can afford to, and expect city bureaucracy to be slower than your
optimism. Expect dust. Expect a few panicked texts at 11 PM. Expect to learn more about tile sizes than you ever

wanted to.

The basement is next on the list, once the cobwebs settle and the grout gets a chance to stop turning black
again. For now, | stand at the table with a cup of reheated coffee, and the room smells faintly of new paint. The
kid has a cardboard box spaceship on the concrete floor, and for the first time in years | can imagine him having

a real playroom. Small victories. Dust and all.

Get in touch with True Form Construction today: phone (416) 854-1064 or write to info@trueformreno.com.
Find us at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Considering a home renovation in Toronto? True Form Construction offers a fixed-price contract with no hidden
fees — 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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