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Source: 
Publication Date: 13-OCT-08
Byline: Carol Lundberg 

By the time former Assistant U.S. Attorney John Freeman left the safety of his government job for private practice at the end of 2007, the economy was about as bad as it could get. 

Michigan's housing market had tanked. Banks were struggling with liquidity, the lifeblood of small businesses. 

Then things got worse. 

But for Freeman, 41, opening The Law Office of John Freeman, a solo criminal-defense practice in Troy, was the culmination of two years of weighing the risks. 

Shying away from questions about his personal finances, he doesn't deny that he expected to take a cut in pay, which was somewhere between $52,000 and $148,900, the range of assistant U.S. attorney salaries. 

The first three or four months were a challenge. He kept an eye on spending, in his personal and professional life. An avid fisherman, he put off buying a new rod and reel last summer. He ate out less often. And in the back of his mind was the voice asking the question he had never had to consider before: Where is the next case coming from? 

Suddenly he was personally responsible for things a prosecutor takes for granted, such as paying for his own insurance, pension and vacation time. 

He saves money and time by ordering office supplies on-line, and, through Web-based billing software, he works even when on vacation. 

He rented space in a shared-office center in Troy, and his rent entitles him to such administrative support as filing, typing and mail-sorting. 

Work-wise, Freeman said he's doing as much as he expected, maybe a little more. It includes a mix of federal and state, and blue- and white-collar criminal cases. 

Though his clients certainly feel economic pressure, his service isn't like many other consumer items: It's not contingent on a buyer's discretionary income. 

"When people are put in a situation to call a criminal defense attorney, they're in a non-negotiable scenario," Freeman said. "They're ready to do more in order to come up with the money." 

So far, he's had no trouble collecting on his bills, but acknowledges that probably will happen. 

Freeman has no immediate plans to expand. 

"I would never say I wouldn't want that. Or I could see teaming up with other people who already have the infrastructure in place," he said. "Maybe. Someday." 

