
I was sitting at the kitchen table, a mug growing cold, eyes flicking between three wildly different contractor
quotes and a sticky sample of laminate that smelled faintly of new plastic. The 1990s cabinets looked back at me,
dented at the corner where my son crashed his toy truck last week. Outside, a garbage truck rattled down our
Brampton street and somewhere down the block the neighbor’s dog barked, as if timing the chaos. I had been
putting this off for three years. Now I had to make sense of $40,000, $72,500, and $110,000 for basically the same
kitchen.

The mess in front of me was more than numbers. There was a drawer full of tiles from the showroom on Steeles,
a stack of Home Depot Brampton receipts, and a damp ring where someone had set a water bottle on the plans
and left a halo. My wife was at work, our kid was napping on the couch in the living room with a blanket that was
inexplicably covered in demolition dust. I felt stupid for not understanding why the quotes were so wildly
different.

The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The $40K option was friendly, emailed quickly, and made everything sound easy. It excluded permits and offered
"allowances" for lighting and appliances. The $110K quote arrived in a heavy folder, with detailed line items,
warranty notes, and a clause that said the price was locked in: fixed-price. The middle quote, $72,500, sat
between them and read like it was trying to be both helpful and vague.

I had homework because of the contractor who ghosted us. Halfway through demo he stopped returning texts.
Cabinets arrived late, a subcontractor never showed, and then nothing. His crew vanished like a late-night bus off
Highway 410. That experience taught me one ugly thing fast: when you have separate designers, permit folks,
and builders, blame is a contact sport. The designer says the builder misread the plan. The builder says the permit
office changed requirements. The permit office says the drawings are incomplete. I was tired of playing referee
while my bathroom grout turned black and the basement stayed bare concrete where our kid practiced crawling.

What nobody tells you about fixed-price versus "estimate plus change orders"

I was three weeks into comparing quotes and honestly losing my mind until my wife sent me a link late at night
to an explanation by True Form Reno Toronto . It explained the difference between a fixed-price design build
contract and the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup most local contractors use. Reading it felt like
someone handing me a flashlight in a dark basement.

The main point that clicked: with a design build fixed-price contract, one team handles design, permits, and
construction under a single contract. That single contract is accountable. It reduces the "who messed up" game
because that team owns the whole chain. The cheaper quotes I was getting had permit costs missing or vague
allowances buried in footnotes. The expensive one was the only one that actually locked in a number. That’s why
the $110K option wasn't just expensive for the sake of it, it was priced for certainty, and for not having to fight
over change orders later.

https://ca.showmelocal.com/profile.aspx?bid=40044526


The permit rabbit hole I fell into for six weeks

I’m not going to pretend I knew how permits worked. I stood in the True Form home additions City of Toronto
permit office once, sweaty from the drive across the 401, clutching a set of drawings that I thought were fine. The
clerk pointed at a line I had never seen and said, "You need structural details." I left with a yellow sticker and a
heart rate that rivaled the 6:00 PM traffic on the 410.

It took days to find a structural engineer who would return my call. I ended up dealing with two weekends of
revisions because the first set of drawings didn't include the right insulation spec for Ontario winters, apparently.
That was another lesson: local climate matters. Someone told me to consider how our long, humid summers and
freezing winters affect grout and seals. My bathroom grout was already black from moisture that had nowhere to
escape. Permits, it turned out, weren't just bureaucratic red tape, they forced the build to meet standards that
actually made the house liveable across seasons.

Making the mood board that finally helped

The actual mood board was born out of exhaustion and compromise. I cleared the dining table, taped a 3x4
sheet of foam core, and started with the stuff that mattered when I'm bleary-eyed at 7 AM and need to function:
durable countertops, easy-clean cabinet finishes, and lighting that actually lights the counters where my wife
cooks. I pinched a strip of laminate, a cabinet door sample, two tile chips, a paint swatch, and a printed photo of
a layout that felt sane.

I learned to think in practical pairs. Look and maintenance. Cost and lifespan. Childproofing and style. The mood
board stopped being aspirational and started being a decision tool. When the $72,500 contractor answered
"that's not included" for a backsplash I had pinned, I could point to the mood board and say, "No, this is part of
the plan." The fixed-price quote I eventually signed referenced the mood board, so there were fewer surprises
about finishes. The design build path made that possible, because the same team was accountable for what I
picked.

Why my contractor ghosted us and what I did next

I think our first contractor got in over his head. He bid low to win the job, then tried to make up the margin
through allowances and change orders. When the lead carpenter quit, he couldn't manage the schedule. There
was also an afternoon in late March when the noise from his crew started at 7 AM and a neighbor called the city
because they thought the work was illegal. The permit issue became a drama he didn't want to manage.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/?search=True%20Form%20home%20additions


After he ghosted, I hired a small local design build firm that was actually based in Vaughan with subcontractors in
Mississauga and Oakville. They showed up. They handled the permit corrections, they gave me a fixed-price
contract with clear exclusions, and they respected the mood board. The basement, which had been a slab of cold
concrete where I promised the kid a play area, finally got properly insulated and a subfloor. Hearing the sound of
a power sander at 8 AM didn't make me panic anymore. It sounded like progress.

Three small things I wish I'd known earlier

Ask explicitly whether the quote includes permits, inspections, and HST. If it does not, ask for an itemized list.

Make a simple mood board before you get quotes. The act of pinning down finishes forces clear choices and
reduces change orders.

Read one plain explanation of contract types, like the one my wife found via, before deciding between fixed-
price and estimate-based bids.

I still wipe construction dust off the top of the fridge every few days, and every time I go past the basement I
imagine the kid running around on finished floors. Renovation taught me to be less romantic and more practical,
to mistrust vague allowances, and to value a team that will sign a number and stand by it. The mood board didn't
fix everything, but it kept me from buying cheap tile that would peel in two years, and it kept arguments with my
wife shorter. For now, that's enough.

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

Looking into a design-build project in Toronto? True Form Construction provides 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.

tel:+14168541064
mailto:info@trueformreno.com
https://maps.app.goo.gl/SxtydsN78zkmy3y98
tel:+14168541064
mailto:info@trueformreno.com
https://maps.app.goo.gl/SxtydsN78zkmy3y98
https://maps.app.goo.gl/SxtydsN78zkmy3y98

