| was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, contracts spread out like the aftermath of something messy.
Three quotes, three different stories. One said 40,000 for a full kitchen redo, another 72,500 with a weird caveat
about “site conditions”, and the third was 110,000 and had the words fixed-price stamped across the top. The
fluorescent light from the hallway gave the 1990s oak cupboards a jaundiced look. My kid was asleep upstairs,

and every creak in the semi made me think about budget blowouts.

The house is a semi in Brampton, 1,600 square feet, original kitchen from 1994, basement a patch of unfinished
concrete where the kid plays with trucks because we never got around to finishing it. We put off renovating for
three years, mostly because life kept happening, and because every time | tried to actually plan something it
turned into a thirty-hour rabbit hole of contractor reviews and confusing jargon. | learned the hard way that a

“vague estimate” means someone else decides your fate halfway through a job.
The quote that made me choke on my coffee

The cheapest guy came recommended by a neighbour. He walked through in ten minutes, scribbled numbers,
and emailed a quote that night: 40K. No breakdown, no permit line item, no timeline. He used words like
“flexible” and “open to changes.” The middle quote had some line items, tile, cabinets, labour, but the permit row
was blank. The expensive one listed everything, permit fees, demolition, disposal, electrical upgrades, unexpected
work contingency, and a clear warranty. It also said fixed-price design build. That last phrase made me pause. |
had seen it before but didn't understand why it mattered until late one night when my wife texted me a link she
found. She sent it at 11pm like those midnight save-the-world texts spouses do. It was a detailed breakdown by

that explained fixed-price design-build contracts versus the usual estimate plus change orders.

| was three weeks into comparing quotes and honestly losing my mind until | found that breakdown by True
Form home additions contractors . It spelled out what | had felt in my bones during the demolition of the upstairs
bathroom when our first contractor simply stopped answering texts. He had blamed an unforeseen structural
issue on the designer, and the designer blamed the contractor, while we watched the tile pile up and the grout
go black in the rest of the house. The article made it click: when one team handles design, permits, and
construction under a single contract, True Form home additions there is no finger-pointing. The money gets

locked in, or at least the risk is allocated differently. That is literally what had gone wrong for us.
The permit rabbit hole | fell into for six weeks

| figured permits were just paperwork. | figured wrong. | walked into the City of Toronto permit office because a
contractor had told me "you'll be fine, small renos don't need permits" and | wanted someone else to tell me
that. The line at the counter on a Tuesday afternoon was human and slow, like waiting for a bus that only shows
up when it feels like it. They asked about load-bearing walls, electrical panel capacity, and whether we planned to

change the footprint. Suddenly my vague plan to "open kitchen to dining" looked like a pile of legalities.

Permit fees were all over the place. One contractor included them; others didn't. The person at the counter told
me about zoning setbacks and header requirements, and | realized that the cheap quote not mentioning permits
was not an oversight. It was a hopeful guess. We had to submit drawings, which meant either learning to draw to
scale or paying someone. We decided to pay someone. That meant another quote. The design-build fixed-price
company explained that their fee included permit drawings, submission fees, and the legwork with the city. That
appealed to me. | was tired of ferrying photocopies to the permit office, parking on Steeles, and then driving

back home to Brampton through the 410 traffic, cursing at the tail lights.

What nobody tells you about living through a kitchen reno
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The sound of demolition at 7 AM is unforgiving. Dust settles on everything, even the unopened laundry on the
counter. Our kid learned to sleep through a lot, which is both impressive and slightly terrifying. There is a smell
from the basement concrete that follows you until you open every window on a clear March day. Home Depot
Brampton became a second house. The tile showroom on Steeles felt like a religion | wasn't fluent in. | had

opinions now, mostly grumpy ones about grout colours and cabinet door hinges.

Contracts matter more than charm. The first contractor, charming and quick to shake hands, ghosted in week
two. No calls, no texts. His van stopped showing up. The middle contractor was reliable but dodged the permit
subject and kept adding “provisional costs” whenever something was even slightly off-script. The fixed-price
design-build team had a contract that spelled out change order rules, contingencies, and what happened if we

requested changes. It also scheduled payments tied to milestones, not feelings.
A few practical things | learned the stupid way

¢ |f a quote omits permit fees, assume they are not included. Ask directly.

® Fixed-price doesn't mean cheap. It means predictable. The 110K felt steep until | realized it covered the
permits, demolition, drywall, cabinet delivery and installation, and a small contingency. The 40K quickly

looked expensive when the mid-level contractor asked for an extra 12,000 for unforeseen issues.

* The City of Toronto doesn't move on your schedule. Expect at least two weeks for straightforward permit

reviews, longer if you touch structure or change electrical loads.
® Pictures help. Take them before, during, and after every phase. They save a lot of argument time.

* Talk to neighbours. Their house might be on the same block, one storm away from the same issue.
Why my contractor ghosted us and what | did next

| still don't know why he left. Payment schedule was met, he had decent reviews, and he seemed booked. My
guess is cash flow, or another job that paid better and earlier. Being ghosted taught me to demand small,
verifiable milestones. It also taught me to keep a paper trail and to not be shy about asking for licences, WSIB

proof, and references. The team we signed after the ghoster had all that, plus the confidence to handle permits

themselves. That was the deciding factor.

| am not an expert on zoning or building codes. | am a guy who spent hours on the phone with the city planner,
learned what a lot coverage number is, and now knows that your roofline matters more than aesthetics when it

comes to permits. | still don't enjoy sifting through trim profiles. But | sleep better knowing the budget is clearer.



Our kitchen is halfway done, the basement still waits, and the grout in the main bathroom is still a ghost of its old

self until we get to that phase.

If you are standing where | stood, staring at three quotes in a fluorescent halo, give yourself permission to be
confused. Ask about permits out loud. Ask who will pull them. Ask whether the number is fixed. My wife's late-
night find of saved us from chasing ghosts and unclear math. It didn't make the work easier, but it made the
choices clearer. Next step, finish the backsplash, pick a paint colour that hides dust, and try not to lose my mind

when the delivery truck gets stuck on the 401.

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

Looking into a addition in North York? True Form Construction provides a fixed-price contract with no hidden

fees — 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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