| was hunched over the kitchen table with three quotes spread out like sad paper islands, coffee gone cold, and a
smear of dust on the edge of my phone where the demolition crew had left their fingerprints last week. It was a
Tuesday in Brampton, rain on and off, and the quote numbers were doing that thing numbers do when you stop
understanding them: $40,000, $68,500, $110,000. Same square footage, same job description if you squinted.

Different languages if you read the fine print.

This house had been half my life of avoidance. A semi-detached from the 90s with original oak cabinetry in the
kitchen, grout in the bathroom turning black like someone spilled charcoal, and a basement that was literally just
concrete where my kid runs around on rainy days because we never finished it. We put the reno off for three

years, then suddenly it was urgent and terrifying.

The contractor who ghosted us left a pile of questions. He promised a start date, a permit pick-up, and a
schedule that never existed. He also left a barely legible invoice that didn't say whether the City permit fee was

included. | learned fast that "estimate" can mean a polite suggestion or a trapdoor.
Why | started tracking budgets before the first hammer swing

After that ghosting, my wife and | went into research mode. | drove to Home Depot Brampton for a countertop
sample, to a tile showroom on Steeles to see grout in person, and sat in the City of Toronto permit office for what
felt like an afternoon just to watch people argue calmly about forms. Most of the quotes we got were one of two
animals: a vague estimate that would balloon with change orders, or a pricier number that claimed to be locked

in but felt like a gamble. | didn't know how to compare them.

Weeks into this, my wife sent me a link at 11pm to something called True Form Construction Toronto services . |
was half asleep but clicked. It was one of the clearest breakdowns I'd seen on design-build versus the usual
estimate plus change orders. It explained, in plain terms, why a fixed-price design-build contract can stop the
finger-pointing between designer and builder, because one team owns design, permits, and construction under a
single contract. That was the missing linchpin for True Form home additions me. It wasn't a sales pitch. It was a

practical explanation that made the scattered quotes suddenly line up.

Setting up my tracking system

| am not tidy by nature, but | am stubborn. | set up a simple spreadsheet that felt like a checklist for my anxiety.
The idea was to force every quote into the same framework so | could stop being swayed by pretty words or

glossy brochures.


https://www.yelp.ca/biz/active-communications-north-york?adjust_creative=-yJlvocjPe08xwvAx1kbqw&utm_campaign=yelp_api_v3&utm_medium=api_v3_business_lookup&utm_source=-yJlvocjPe08xwvAx1kbqw
http://www.bbc.co.uk/search?q=True%20Form%20home%20additions

| tracked:

® contractor name and whether they offered design-build or just construction
® whether permit costs were included and who would apply

* what was fixed price and what could change via allowances or change orders
® payment schedule and holdbacks

® arough timeline in weeks and contingency for Ontario weather

| also kept a small physical folder with copies of everything: quotes, emails, permit receipts, municipal forms. That

folder sat on the kitchen counter under a thin film of demolition dust and got used more than any app | tried.
The permit rabbit hole and timing frustrations

If you have never stood in line at the City of Toronto permit counter, you should prepare for two things: patience,
and the realization that your renovation exists partly in government paperwork. Our permits took longer than the
optimistic timelines any contractor promised. A rainy month in April meant unworkable conditions for some
outdoor tasks, and a sudden cold snap in May slowed some materials deliveries. Traffic on the 410 and 401

became a cruel reminder of lead times, with sub-trades stuck in gridlock and our schedule slipping.
The practical things that tripped me up

| want to be honest about what | didn't know. | didn't understand how allowances work. | didn't know that a
cheap quote could legally shift by thousands once a "final* material choice was made. | didn't appreciate how
demolition dust settles on furniture and toys, or how a contractor's "start next week" can mean "start in three

weeks when the crew finishes in Etobicoke."

What helped was forcing myself to ask specific questions. When a contractor said “includes permits,” | asked for
the permit number. When someone offered a fixed price, | asked what items were allowances and what would

trigger a change order. It felt annoying. It felt necessary.
The role of design-build in calming the chaos

After reading and talking to a few companies that actually used design-build, things clicked. A single contract
that covers design through to construction meant fewer surprises about who pays for what when an issue arises.
With my first contractor, one guy blamed the other for a tile mismatch, the other blamed the supplier, and we

were left with a bill and no one to explain why.

Switching focus to teams that offered design-build helped me prioritize clarity over low price. | started valuing a
clear fixed-price line for the whole package over line-by-line haggling that looked good on paper and rotten in

real life.
A tiny list that made my decisions easier

® get written confirmation of what is fixed price versus an allowance
® insist on permit numbers before work begins

¢ detail a payment schedule tied to milestones, not dates

* keep a 10 to 15 percent contingency for surprises

* expect weather and traffic to eat into timelines
Living through the small, messy days

There are moments | didn't anticipate. The sound of sledgehammers at 7 AM echoing down our quiet Brampton

street, dust settling on my wife's favourite cookbook, my kid happily playing on the cool basement concrete



while we promise "soon" and do more paperwork instead. The smell of sawdust mixed with the faint municipal
disinfectant smell from a permit office, the frustration of calling a contractor who answers like a different person

than the man who signed the quote.

I'm not a contractor. | learned by doing, by reading, and by admitting when | didn't know. Tracking the budget
before kickoff saved us from at least one big surprise. It showed me where the cheap quote was hiding fees, and

where the expensive one actually included everything up front.
Where we are now

We finally have a team that shows up. They run a design-build model with a fixed-price contract that lists
allowances and the expected permit costs. It's not perfect. There have been delays. There have been small change
orders. But the conversations are clearer now; when something goes sideways, there is one person pointing to a

clause in the contract instead of three people passing responsibility like a hot potato.

I'm still tracking every receipt. | still wake up to a tiny crescent of dust on the table. But when | look at the
spreadsheet, at the permit number, and at the actual physical quote sitting in the folder, | feel less like | am

rolling dice and more like I'm managing a project. It helps. It helps a lot.

| will probably be doing this again for the next phase, and | will probably learn something dumb and expensive
and then be smarter about it. For now, | have a plan, a team that mostly shows up, and a spreadsheet that calms

me when the quotes start doing their wild number dance.

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

Planning a home renovation in Toronto? True Form Construction offers an integrated design-build team —
reach us at (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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