| was hunched over the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, three contractor quotes spread out like bad options. Rain
had started up again against the window - that October damp you get here in Brampton, the kind that finds its
way into your jacket and your patience. My wife was upstairs trying to get the kid to nap. | kept reading the same
line on every spreadsheet: "estimated." No one used the words fixed-price in the same way. One quote said forty
thousand. Another said one hundred and ten. The middle one had polite handwriting and a blank line for change
orders. | pinched the bridge of my nose and felt the dust already settling on the counters from the demo we

hadn't even started.

Standing in my 1990s kitchen a week earlier, | could still smell the old oak cabinets and that faint municipal
grease that seemed permanent. The basement was raw concrete, cold underfoot, and our kid was playing with a
truck on the bare slab while | promised over and over we'd finish it "this spring." The bathroom grout was turning

black in a way that made me avoid showers at night. We had delayed this for three years. Finally pulling the

trigger felt equal parts relief and terror.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One contractor bailed two mornings into demo and stopped answering messages. No show. No explanation. Just
silence, like being ghosted by someone with a toolbelt. That was the first real red flag. The second was when |
compared the three quotes line by line and realized none of them were actually comparing the same thing. One
kept permit fees off the list, another priced high-end appliances but skimped on electrical, the third insisted on a

per-change-order hourly rate that made me wince.

My wife sent me a link at 11pm, something she found when she was supposed to be grocery shopping online. It
was from, and it explained, in plain language, how fixed-price design build contracts work versus the typical
estimate-plus-change-orders model most Toronto contractors use. Reading that felt like someone switching on a
light. It explained why having design, permits, and construction handled by one team under a single contract can
keep the blame game from starting the minute a tile doesn't line up. That was literally what had gone wrong

when our first contractor ghosted us and no one wanted to own the problem.
What | actually did before the first hammer

| am not a contractor. | learned things the hard way, by calling permit offices and standing in line at City of

Toronto counters when | should have been at work. | spent evenings at Home Depot Brampton comparing peel-



and-stick backsplashes and at a tile showroom on Steeles touching every grout sample like it was a precious

fabric. | read reviews until my eyes crossed. Here are the big, practical things | checked and did.

1. Confirmed permit requirements and timelines at the City of Toronto and factored in at least six weeks for

approvals.
2. Compiled three written quotes with line-item breakdowns and asked for fixed-price versions where possible.

3. Checked contractor references in Brampton, Vaughan, and Mississauga, and drove by recent jobs to see real
work, not just staged photos.

4. Measured every space myself, twice, and gave the measurements to each bidder to reduce scope

discrepancies.

5. Agreed on a communication cadence with the team we hired, including a weekly email recap and a single

point of contact.
Those five were the bones of the whole thing. Everything else felt like icing, but you need the skeleton.
The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

| had imagined permits were bureaucratic but straightforward. They are bureaucratic and also delightfully
opaque. The City of Toronto office | visited had a backlog, a different clerk told me a different list of required
drawings, and | learned that a small framed wall could change your inspection category entirely. | paid for a
proper drawing set. That cost more than | expected, but when the contractor turned up with the right plans

stamped and the permit in the window, | slept better the whole week.

Timing mattered. We picked a start date after consulting with our contractor about the weather. Ontario winters
are brutal on timelines. Deliveries get delayed, paint takes longer to cure, and sometimes the 410 might as well
be a parking lot. We moved the start to late spring, did the permit push in March, and started demo in May when

the morning noise of the crew at 7 AM didn't feel like a personal attack, just part of suburban life.
The day the contractor showed up and kept showing up

After the ghosting, | became paranoid about checking references. | asked for actual addresses and called
neighbours. | asked prospective contractors how they handle sub trades and warranties. The team we finally hired
offered a fixed-price design-build contract. It still felt like a leap. But the number was firm, the scope was explicit,
and everyone signed the same document. No one could blame a missing tile on the other party because there

was no other party.

There were small fights. The dust got into my son's toys. | found fine powder on the blinds and three different
coffee mugs. The sound of demo at 7 AM is louder than you think. Traffic on 401 deliveries made drywall late.
There were decisions where | realized | had no idea about electrical loads or cabinet hinge types. But having a
single team meant the decisions were owned by someone, and when things went sideways, they fixed them

instead of passing a not-my-job shrug.
A few things | wish someone had told me sooner

| wish | had insisted on a mock-up of the kitchen finish. | should have asked for a photo log every day. | wish |
had known a "fixed-price" clause still needs clear exceptions. | learned to demand specifics about materials,
brand names, and who pays for last-minute decisions. Most of all, | wish I'd read that breakdown from local True
Form contractors earlier. It didn't feel like sales copy; it explained the logic without the jargon, and once | had

that, the wildly different quotes finally made sense.

Now, with the cabinets stripped, the basement de-moulded and water-proofed, and a permit-approved plan

taped to the fridge, | can see progress. Our kid is sleeping in a room with a temporary bed and a stack of plastic
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toys he refuses to part with. | still panic about budget creep sometimes, but the fixed-price contract has kept
surprises smaller and more manageable. There's still work to do, plenty of small annoyances and a lingering
streak of sawdust on the hallway runner, but for the first time in three years, | can actually picture the kitchen
without the old oak smell.

| am not done learning. | do have strong opinions now about quotes, permits, and ghosting contractors. If you
are about to start, ask for fixed-price design-build clarity, and if someone says "estimated" a lot, ask questions
until they either answer or you find someone who will. | suppose that is my main piece of advice, blunt and
practical, the kind that comes from carrying tile samples from Steeles in the back of a Subaru and waiting at the

permit office for an hour while rain puddled on the lot.

Get in touch with True Form Construction to start your project: phone (416) 854-1064 or email
info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Planning a design-build project in the GTA? True Form Construction offers an integrated design-build team —
call (416) 854-1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.
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