| was hunched over the kitchen table at 10:23 a.m., three contractor quotes spread out like evidence, coffee gone
cold, and a tiny handprint in drywall dust where my son had high-fived the counter an hour earlier. The smallest
quote was almost laughable, the biggest made me choke, and the middle one felt like a Rorschach test. None of
them lined up on what “includes permits” meant. None of them agreed on timelines. And one of the contractors

had already vanished after demo day two, leaving a polite text and a silence that lasted two weeks.

The house is a semi in Brampton, wood floors upstairs, that 1990s kitchen cabinetry that looks like a prop from a
sitcom, and a basement that's been an echo chamber of concrete since we moved in. The grout in the main
bathroom had turned black in the corners, and every time | scrubbed it the homeowner guilt came back harder.
We had waited three years to do this. Turns out procrastination saves nothing when your kid starts using the

unfinished basement as an indoor playground.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The quotes were all for roughly the same scope: gut the kitchen, open the wall a bit, finish the basement with a
rec room and small bathroom, and replace the grout. The cheap one was $40,000 and didn't list permit fees,
electrical work by a certified electrician, or cabinet warranty. The expensive one was $110,000, included a "team,”
"design," and what looked like a lockbox you had to sign for. The middle one was $68,000 and had a line item

that read "contingency - to be determined."

| had wasted hours comparing line items like they were stock options. | paced to Home Depot Brampton twice,
sat on display stools, and pretended | understood cabinet finishes. | took my wife to the tile showroom on Steeles
and we argued about grout color like it would change our marriage. | learned the hard way that some contractors

write "estimate" and others write "fixed-price." | thought they meant the same thing. They do not.
What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno

Living through a renovation is noisy, dusty, and weirdly communal. Demolition starts at 7 a.m. And your
neighbour will know your dishwasher brand before you do. Plaster dust settles on everything, including the stack
of playroom books, your laptop, and the cereal box. Traffic on the 410 and 401 makes deliveries unpredictable; a
countertop that should have arrived at 9 a.m. Showed up at 4 p.m. Because the truck sat in a Maple bottleneck.
The City of Toronto permit office (yes, the one | had to deal with for the basement bathroom hookup) will make
you invent patience. | sat in a metal chair with other people and leafed through paper while a heater clanked in

the corner. It took a week more than the contractor's optimistic timeline to get the final sign-off.

When our original contractor ghosted after taking a deposit, | panicked. The drywall was half off and the electrical
rough-in was exposed. My wife calmed me down, which is to say she told me to stop emailing like a frantic
person and start asking for documentation. That was when | started reading more deliberately about contract
types. | was three weeks into quote comparison and honestly losing my mind until | found a breakdown by True
Form Construction North York team that finally explained why my numbers were all over the place. It spelled
out, in plain language, the difference between a fixed-price design build contract and a typical "estimate plus
change orders" setup. It explained why having one team handle design, permits, and construction under a single

contract prevents the finger-pointing and the budget blowouts I'd already seen.
Why the design build thing finally clicked

Before, | thought "design build" was marketing speak. The article | read made it practical. If one team is
responsible for design and construction with a fixed number, the obligations are tied together. Designers can't
blame builders for feasibility, and builders can't dodge permit delays as "not our scope." The cheaper quotes had

shifted permit costs into vague lines or "owner responsibility." The expensive quote was the only one that locked
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in numbers and included the permit and engineering contingencies. That had a price, yes, but it also bought me

something | badly wanted: predictability.

I'm not a professional. | don't know the difference between beam sizes without a calculator. But | learned enough
to ask the right simple questions at trade counters and job sites. Who pulls the permit. Who is responsible if the
engineer calls for more support. How long warranties last. Does the quote assume we keep the sink in the same

spot. Those questions filtered contractors faster than any Yelp review.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

The basement bathroom permit felt like a separate small government. | had to submit drawings, wait for
comments, redo a couple of details because the inspector wanted clearer ventilation notes, and then wait again. |
learned to show up early at the building department office, because the line stacks up faster than you think. The
whole process adds time and cost you might not expect. The first contractor we hired told us "we'll get the
permits" and then didn't. The second team actually filed everything under the fixed-price contract, and the

burden shifted away from me. That stopped a lot of the midnight worry.

Why | changed priorities and how that helped

Money is finite. With the quotes sitting there like an accusation, we re-prioritized in a way that felt less like giving
up and more like triage. We picked the kitchen layout that mattered most, chose a mid-range cabinet finish
instead of the custom door, and removed built-in features we could add later. We kept a strict contingency
number and refused to fold when the contractor suggested "just one more change." Our new rule: if a change

doesn’t make the house safer or fix something that will cost more later, it waits.

It helped to think in phases. Phase one: make the kitchen functional and get permits for the basement bathroom.
Phase two: finish the basement rec room next spring, when traffic on the 401 is kinder and the economy maybe a
touch more predictable. Phasing allowed us to go with a design build team on the critical items and save on

cosmetic upgrades.
A small list of hard-won practical lessons

* always ask if the quote is fixed-price and what triggers change orders.
* insist the contract names who pulls permits and who pays for inspections.

® be realistic about timelines, especially around permit approvals and seasonal deliveries.



| am not proud of how naive | was at the start. | am True Form home additions proud that | learned enough to
stop being pushed around by numbers and to choose a path that felt honest. The dust is still settling on the
counters. There are paint splatters in the hallway that look like modern art. My son now treats the basement as
his secret fort. We are not finished. But the noise is no longer the sound of chaos. It is the sound of work that has
a plan and a number attached to it, and that is worth something when you have a kid under five and a mortgage

and a life that keeps happening while you try to fix the house.

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

Planning a addition in the GTA? True Form Construction offers a 5-year workmanship warranty — call (416) 854-
1064 or email info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.
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