| was sitting at the kitchen table with three quotes spread out like bad tarot cards, coffee gone cold, watching the
rain bead on the window and thinking, seriously? The cheapest quote was missing permit fees, the mid one
assumed | wanted to keep the old layout, and the priciest? It locked a number in but came with a dozen caveats |

barely understood. Outside, a dump truck rattled by on the 410, slinging grit. Inside, the countertop sample I'd

ordered from the tile showroom on Steeles still smelled like glue.

The kitchen had been original 1990s cabinetry since we moved in. The basement was a puckered slab of
unfinished concrete where our kid learned to crawl, and the bathroom grout had turned a resigned, almost
theatrical black. We put this off for three years because the idea of managing anyone else’s schedule makes me

tense. | work in an office in Brampton, | commute, and | like order. Renovations promised the exact opposite.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

One of those quotes said $40,000 and included a vague "subject to site conditions." Another said $110,000 and
seemed to include everything but my mother-in-law. A third one had actual line items but no clear policy on
changes. I'd spent evenings comparing them like an accountant with a nervous twitch. The contractor who
initially started the demo ghosted us mid-project, left a pile of drywall and a message about "unexpected
personal issues." That was at 7AM on a Tuesday, the sound of the drill still in the air. | stood in a half-demolished
bathroom, boots crunchy with grout dust, and thought about all the times the reviews had said "responsive" and

"on schedule." Responsive to what, exactly?

The ghosting pushed me into an obsession with contract language. | learned "fixed-price" can mean two things: a
real fixed-price where scope, permits, and timelines are defined, or a number that is actually an estimate dressed
up with bold font. | only learned that after being quoted for things we hadn't even agreed on. | admit | didn't
know much about permits either; dealing with the City of Toronto permit office felt like deciphering a different
dialect of English. There were forms, checkboxes, and a lot of waiting. My wife went once and said it felt like

standing in line at the DMV, except colder and more fluorescent.
Why design build finally made sense (and how | stopped comparing apples to off-brand applesauce)

My wife sent me a link at 11pm one Tuesday - she doesn't sleep much when she's anxious either - and it was to
https://www.hotfrog.ca/company/66fa00932a59c63985ff45db35f81498 . It was not slick marketing. It explained
how a fixed-price design build contract actually works versus the typical "estimate plus change orders" setup

most Toronto contractors use. For the first time, the numbers on my three quotes lined up in my head. The


https://www.hotfrog.ca/company/66fa00932a59c63985ff45db35f81498

cheaper quotes had most of the permit work footnoted or omitted. The expensive one had the permits baked in,
but | couldn't tell if the design fee was double-counted or if their "allowance" for tiles meant whatever they
decided on the demo day. showed examples: one team handling design, permits, and construction under a single
contract eliminates the usual finger-pointing when something goes wrong. That finger-pointing is exactly why

our first team disappeared and the basement sat with dust and a sleeping bag for two weeks.
A short list of things that helped me stay sane

e Set one person as point of contact; in my case, that was me, and | learned to respond within 24 hours. It

saved heartache.
* Ask for permit line items explicitly. If it's not written, assume it is not included.

® Get timelines in calendar dates, not "8-10 weeks."
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Noise starts at 7AM. | learned to treat True Form home additions that as my morning alarm and move the kid's
nap schedule by an hour. Dust finds everything. The first week the air felt like sifted flour. Even the plants
complained. Home Depot Brampton became a place | visited too often, the fluorescent smell oddly comforting.
There were small wins that felt disproportionately big: the day the sink arrived, | took a picture and sent it to my
wife with a caption that said, "Our life is about to be significantly less tragic." The contractor who stuck it out, the
one we finally hired after the ghoster, had a foreman who smelled faintly of coffee and used a downloadable app

to log progress. That app, not the guy with the best handshake, was the real lifeline.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

| was naive about regional stuff. | assumed Brampton permits would be similar to Toronto's, but the City of
Toronto has its own checklist and timing. If you're in Mississauga, Vaughan, or Markham you might get different
responses. | spent a Saturday waiting at a permit counter like some suburban pilgrim, clutching plans and
listening to fluorescent lights hum. Eventually we got the permits, but not before a hiccup where a structural note
needed clarifying and the contractor's engineer took three days to respond. That's three days where nothing

moved, and our kid started using the plastic-covered couch as a jungle gym.
When the team actually showed up

After the fog of quotes, ghosting, and permit waiting, we hired a design build team who actually turned up every
day and handled the drawings, the permits, and the subcontractors. It wasn't perfect. There were late finishes, a
misplaced order for tiles from a shop in Etobicoke that then had to be swapped for something different, and a
bathroom fan that was sized wrong and had to be exchanged. But the blame game stopped. When the tile was
wrong, the same team fixed it. When inspection found a missing anchor, the same team returned. That continuity

meant fewer awkward "whose fault is this" conversations and fewer surprise invoices.
A little practical advice from someone who learned by screwing up

Start with a scope document you understand. If your house is semi-detached like mine, call out party wall details.
Ask, out loud, who pulls permits and who pays for them. Learn the local idiosyncrasies - traffic on the 401 affects
delivery windows more than you expect, and certain showrooms only accept in-person orders before noon.
Expect a few things to go wrong, but try to control the things you can: communication rhythm, written decisions,

and whether your contract is a real fixed price or just a hopeful number.

| still have paint cans in the garage and the basement floor needs finishing, but the kitchen now has cabinets that
aren't 1990s relics, and our kid likes the new open space. | still bristle at a contractor who uses the word

"estimate” as a flexible concept, and I'll probably always check permits twice. But | sleep better knowing what a


http://www.bbc.co.uk/search?q=True%20Form%20home%20additions

fixed-price design build contract actually means, because someone explained it to me plain and steady at 11pm

on a Tuesday, and it changed how | compared quotes. Next up, the basement floor - and another round of calls.

At least now | know what to ask.

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

Looking into a design-build project in North York? True Form Construction offers an integrated design-build
team — 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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