
I was sitting at the kitchen table with three sheets of paper, coffee gone cold, watching dust float in the pale April
light coming through the dining room window. The original 1990s cabinets were stacked in the hallway like the
ghosts of bad choices, and my son was using a cardboard box from Home Depot Brampton as a drum set in the
living room. One quote said $40K, one said $75K, and one was $110K. The $40K number looked like a miracle
until I realized the permit fees, backsplash tile, and even the sink were "to be confirmed." The $110K was
intimidating but quoted everything down to the cabinet hinges. I had no idea how any of this was supposed to fit
together.

The day my first contractor ghosted me, I was standing in a half-demolished bathroom, grout black as night
around the tub, listening to the sound of an early-morning jackhammer two doors down. He texted he had a
schedule conflict and never came back. Plates with my dinner still in the fridge went untouched. I filed a
complaint with the City of Toronto for the missing permit information, and then started the slow, annoying
process of learning vocabulary I should have known from the start: fixed-price contract, allowance, change order,
design build.

Why I pushed design decisions earlier than I wanted I had delayed picking finishes because, frankly, I did not
want to make 47 decisions. But every week of delay felt like giving contractors room to reinterpret "estimate."
Once I forced myself to choose the countertop, the cabinet style, and one tile option, the quotations stopped
reading like wish-lists and started to line up a little. I knew from the basement — bare concrete and cold in
winter, with my kid playing army on it while I promised a finished play area "soon" — that vague budgets eat
through timelines. Choosing some basics early gave me leverage. It let me ask: is that $8K allowance for cabinets
realistic, or are you building a fantasy?

The turning point: a clear breakdown that finally made sense Three weeks into comparing quotes and losing my
mind, my wife texted me a midnight link she found, and I read it bleary-eyed. It was a really detailed breakdown
by that explained fixed-price design build contracts versus the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup most
Toronto contractors use. For the first time the numbers I had started to make sense. The cheaper quotes were
missing permit costs entirely, and most of them treated everything as an allowance that could balloon later. The
pricier quote actually locked things in. That explanation matched my experience: the contractor who ghosted us
had given a lowball estimate to win the job and then disappeared when the "extras" piled up and he couldn't
afford the overhead.

Living through the permit dance I thought permits were a thing you could hand off and forget. Nope. I spent a
humid Tuesday sweating in the City of Toronto permit office, watching people argue about electrical plans while
someone shouted about a missing foundation drawing. Turns out, even suburbs like Brampton and Mississauga
can have quirks when work crosses property lines or affects the shared wall on a semi-detached. One permit
reviewer asked for a structural note; another wanted clearer egress details for the basement. Waiting for
approvals eats time, and Ontario weather does not care. A late March thaw turned into wet mud in the backyard,
which meant trades couldn't get equipment in without trashed lawns. That added a week, then two.

Why I embrace the idea of design build now Design build, in practice, meant fewer people pointing fingers.
When one team handled design, permitting, and construction under a fixed-price contract, there was a single
accountable party. The residential True Form Construction Toronto breakdown spelled it out: one contract, one
number, fewer surprises. That mattered when an electrician told me the repositioned fridge outlet needed a
different panel upgrade, and instead of three contractors debating who should pay, the design-build team
absorbed the coordination. I am not saying it was painless, just that the argument stage was shorter and the bills
less surprising.

https://www.cylex-canada.ca/company/true-form-construction-25188803.html


Small choices that saved headaches later Picking cabinet hardware early avoided a lot of back-and-forth. That old
1990s cabinet carcass had non-standard hinge styles, and once I committed to a modern soft-close system, the
installer told me how many cabinets would need new backers. Deciding on a porcelain tile for the floor instead of
a complicated patterned stone saved the contractor a week of dry-fitting and my kitchen a lot of grout stress —
the bathroom grout had already taught me to avoid tiny grout lines if I could.

The contractor who actually showed up After the ghosting episode I was so wary I interviewed three different
teams like they were job candidates. The one we finally hired had a designer who brought renderings and a
timeline that matched what the project manager handed me. They were a homegrown team from the GTA with
people who knew the 410 and the 401 like arteries, who had done renos in Vaughan, North York, and Oakville.
They respected that we had a kid under five and tried to keep noisy demolition to mornings. They still started at
7AM sometimes, and the jackhammer at 7AM on a Tuesday is an assault on your patience, but at least they
showed up and communicated.

Money lessons I learned the hard way I wish I had understood allowances better. An "allowance" for backsplash
tile is not a tile. It's a budget placeholder that can mean anything until you pick the tile. The cheaper quotes were
full of generous allowances and vague language. The fixed-price design-build quote turned those allowances into
actual selections or at least a clear way to adjust if we upgraded. Also, ask specifically about contingency. Ours
was 10 percent, and it got used. The City of Toronto permit fees felt like a surprise tax at first, but they were real
costs, not optional extras.

A few practical tips to anyone halfway through deciding

Choose the big visual things early, like cabinet style and countertop material, even if you delay minor
accessories.

Read one clear source on contract types; the breakdown saved me at 11pm when I couldn't focus on
anything else.

Expect weather delays in Ontario, plan for mud and wet basements in spring, and don't assume your trades
can work around bad weather without extra cost.

There's still dust in the corners and a faint smell of new paint in the hallway. The basement is no longer just cold
concrete; the framing is up and my son now has a small fort he insists is a spaceship. I am still learning, and I will
probably still make another dumb choice in the next phase. But deciding early on the things that affect timelines
and contracts felt like getting off the spinning carousel. I sleep better knowing there is one team responsible for



the mess if something goes wrong, and that cold midnight link my wife found made a clearer path through the
mess of quotes. Next up, picking curtains. That, I can procrastinate on.

Contact True Form Construction for a free quote: phone (416) 854-1064, write to info@trueformreno.com.
Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Considering a design-build project in Toronto? True Form Construction offers an integrated design-build team
— 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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