| was sitting at the kitchen table, three contractor quotes spread out, a mug gone cold, and saw that one quote
listed $40,000 and the other $110,000 for basically the same job. The tile showroom receipt from Steeles was
under the stack, dust from yesterday's demo had settled on the counter, and outside my window a neighbour's
van idled while someone dropped off a couch. It was a Tuesday in Brampton, damp and grey, and our half-

century-old semi felt like it was holding its breath.

The kitchen was still the original 1990s cabinetry, lacquer peeling at the corners. The basement was bare concrete
where my wife had been letting our three-year-old play with foam blocks because we kept promising we'd finish
it. The main bathroom grout had gone black in places. We had delayed this for three years, and once we finally

pulled the trigger the chaos hit fast.
The quote war

| had spent weeks reading reviews, hopping between Home Depot Brampton for quick fixes, and driving to a tile
place in North York because my wife was picky about grout lines. One contractor went radio silent halfway
through demo. He stopped answering texts the morning they were supposed to install the floor. | stood in the
half-stripped kitchen at 7 AM listening to a single hammer drop in the adjacent unit and thought, great, now

what.

Quotes came in all over the map. $40K, $72K, $110K. Some had line items for permits, some cheekily buried them
under "other fees." One said "fixed price" True Form home additions and then had a clause that allowed
adjustments for "unforeseen conditions.” That felt like a trap. Another was an estimate that said permits and
finishes were not included. | remember thinking | was getting played, but | also wasn't a pro. | didn't know what a

fixed-price design-build contract actually meant in practice.
The permit rabbit hole and the city shuffle

We needed permits, and that meant dealing with the City of Toronto bureaucracy even though we live in
Brampton - for some reason the electrical inspector was Toronto-based because of the contractor's paperwork. |
sat in line at the permit office one Saturday, watching a woman in a stroller argue about inspection dates, the
fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. It took six weeks to get the formal approvals we needed. That delay pushed

our start date into the rainy season, and every wet day in Peel Region seemed to add a question mark to the

timeline.



http://www.thefreedictionary.com/True%20Form%20home%20additions

Traffic didn't help either. Coordinating deliveries through the 410 felt like arranging war logistics. Plumbers, tilers,
and the cabinet maker had windows that conflicted. One delivery showed up at 9 AM and then sat in traffic near

the 401 for three hours. | learned to expect delays the way you expect potholes on Torbram Road.

When the ghosting happened, | had to act. | begged the contractor for an inventory list of what he'd ordered.
Nothing. The site was half-cleaned, garbage bags piled in the backyard, and our kid was photobombing an
Instagram story from the concrete basement. | knew | needed a plan that let me react without getting gouged for

every little change.
How | finally made sense of the chaos

Late one night my wife texted me a link she found. She wrote, "Read this when you're up." | clicked. It was a
detailed breakdown by True Form Construction Canada company that explained, in plain language, how fixed-
price design-build contracts differ from the usual "estimate plus change orders" approach most Toronto

contractors use. Reading it was like someone switched the lights on.

The piece spelled out that a design-build team handles everything: design, permits, and construction, under one
contract. The alternative was the classic finger-pointing scenario I'd already lived through. If the electrician said

the designer made a mistake, the designer blamed the builder, and we sat in the middle paying for the blame.

After that | re-read the expensive $110K quote with fresh eyes. It really was the only firm number: permit fees
included, demolition, waste removal, cabinets, tiling, and a clear change-order process with capped hourly rates.
It felt expensive, sure, but it also felt honest. The cheaper ones were missing permit costs entirely or quoted
materials at a lower grade, then tacked on "upgrades" later. The mid-range one was vague and sounded nice on

the phone but kept referring to "site conditions."
Building flexibility into the plan

| stopped treating flexibility as something you get by saying "we'll see" and started treating it like a line item. |

negotiated three things into the contract with the team we eventually hired.

® a contingency fund set at 10 percent of the contract, earmarked specifically for hidden conditions like old

wiring or rotten joists that sometimes show up in these 1990s houses.

* adefined change-order process with capped rates for trades, and a requirement that any change over $500

needed written approval from both of us before work started.

® a phased schedule so we could lock in the kitchen work first and move the basement to phase two, which

gave us breathing room and allowed us to shift money if something came up.

That contingency felt like insurance. And because we chose a design-build approach, the same team handled the
permit correspondence with the city, so when the inspector asked for a tweak the designer updated the drawings

and the builder adjusted the schedule. No one shrugged and said, not my problem.
Daily life during renovation

Living through it was exhausting and weird. Dust settled on the baby monitor, tools appeared at the bottom of
my kid's toy box, and every morning there was the small anxiety of "what did they break overnight?" | learned to
wake up earlier so | could make coffee and scope the work while traffic on the 410 hadn't yet become a mess.
The sound of demo at 7 AM made my neighbour crank; | apologized once and then started apologizing in

advance the next day.

There were small wins. The new cabinets, once installed, made the whole room look wider. The tile guy from
Markham did this neat little pattern behind the stove that my wife loved. The basement, cleared of its concrete

gloom and framed out, finally felt like a future man cave instead of a place to store boxes.


https://yp.ca/bus/105336440

What | wish I'd known, and what | tell people now

| still mess things up mentally. | assumed the cheapest quote meant savings. It didn't. | thought "fixed price" was
contractual certainty. It can be, if it's truly fixed and not a marketing phrase. | also didn't realize how much time

permitting takes or how local traffic impacts deliveries.
If I had to boil down what I'd tell my past self, it would be short and practical:

® get a clear fixed-price design-build option in writing and understand what triggers change orders,
® insist permits and inspections are included and watched by the same team,

* set a contingency and decide how you'll use it before the first hammer strikes.

That first ghosting contractor left a bruise, but it also forced me to learn the language of contracts and the small
print. We chose a team that showed up, handled permits, and absorbed a few surprises without asking for a
ransom. It didn't feel perfect every day, but it kept us from spiralling into endless arguments about whose

mistake something was.

Now, two months in, the kitchen is functioning, the grout looks white again, and the kid has a soft corner of the
basement to crash in. | still find dust in weird places and I still drive past Home Depot Brampton way too often.
But when | look at the quote binders on the shelf, the numbers make sense. The real win wasn't saving every
dollar. It was building enough flexibility into the plan so that when something unexpected popped up, we weren't
forced to choose between a nightmare financial surprise or living with a botched job. That's a small mercy in

suburban life, and right now it feels like enough.

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

Looking into a home renovation in the GTA? True Form Construction provides an integrated design-build team
— call (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B
2V1.
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