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A Tennis Game in Washington DC

Labor Day weekend I took the Chinatown bus from New York to Washington, DC to 
visit my parents and to play tennis with my ex-wife, who was a youth tennis champion in 
Thailand before she immigrated with her Mom to the USA. Duangjai usually has no 
trouble beating me in tennis (she is tall and has an awe-inspiring serve).  We have played
together in many different locations on three continents (Asia, Africa and North America) 
when I was in the foreign service and she was a foreign service “spouse’.

I was looking forward to seeing my old friend Duangjai and to the game, I hadn’t played 
in 6 months or so as was recovering from a broken foot due to a motorcycle accident.  
After the game we were going to have lunch at Union Station where a mutual friend of 
ours, a painter and a philosopher, has restarted working his previous shift as the Sunday 
bartender at one of the restaurants at the station to get lunch and to say ‘adios’ before I 
headed up to New York to live and to start advanced studies in economics. Before 
starting his shift our friend buys the New York Times and Washington Post and Wall 
Street Journal and other reads for his customers and his bar has been the comings-and-
goings spot for a lot of people, me included, for Amtrak rides to and from Washington, 
DC.  As a poor graduate student I was taking the cheaper Chinatown bus instead of 
Amtrak this time around.

We decided to play at the University of District of Columbia public courts which would 
be an easy meeting point off the metro red-line from Duangjai’s house in Silver Spring, 
MD and for our Union Station point of departure.  I knew the area pretty well as had 
studied math for a year at UDC in order to not fail-out of economics !  We got to the 
courts and two of the five courts where covered with tree detritus and the nets were down 
because of the recent rain storms.  Two of the remaining courts were taken by singles 
games, two sets of middle-aged guys, with the ethnic mix one expects in DC (albeit not in 
Northwest which, except for UDC, is predominately white); a couple blacks, an Asian 
and a white guy.   The last court was taken by a mixed doubles game, an attractive group 
of younger white people who were pretty good at the game and the women wore nice 
tennis attire.



When Duangjai and I arrived we were the only people waiting.  A few minutes later 
another couple showed up.  After waiting about an hour there was no movement off the 
courts from any of the games.  I usually like to give people the benefit of the doubt and 
give them enough space and freedom to do the right thing – one can be disappointed and 
waste time this way but the alternative is jerk-like behavior which begets similar jerk-like 
behavior.  

There was still no movement off the courts so I asked Duangjai what we should do.  Thai 
people are very mindful of manners and social etiquette, and tennis is supposed to be the 
epitome of manners in sports (which is probably why John McEnroe is such a famous
and entertaining iconoclast) plus Duangjai was the old tennis hand, she said go down and 
ask how long they would be.  

I went to the nearest court and asked the nearest player how long they might be.  He said
non-committally that they arrived the same time as the doubles court, had been playing 
for 45 minutes and it was second set 2-5.  It was now obvious that we were waiting and 
that time was ticking.  One of the guys on the doubles court was starting to get that guilty 
look that said maybe he and his friends weren’t doing the right thing; he was my guy for 
coming through so that we could get on.

After another ten minutes it was obvious that this was going to be a typical day in 
Washington, DC where important people are doing important things and not thinking of 
others, because, well, perhaps they know best the way things should be.  I spoke to the 
guy next to me who was waiting with his friend and said that one of my theories is that 
there is a direct correlation between the respect that one has for him or herself and society 
and how people treat each other in public like waiting in line, or, in this case waiting for a 
tennis court.  (There is a big difference in waiting for a bus in Dakar, Senegal and in 
Amsterdam, Holland, with the half-way point being maybe Rome, Italy; these all being 
places where Duangjai and I had waited for buses.)

I asked the guy next to me what we are going to do.  He said after an hour he was going 
to try to get on.  I timed the wait on my cellphone and it had now been 15 minutes since 
the first guy said they had been on for 45 minutes.  Our new acquaintance went down to 
the doubles court to say hey its time.  Immediately the biggest guy (we’ll call him Buff 
Guy) came over to my new acquaintance and said the other people were on the court first
– a typically DC attitude of denying responsibility I thought to myself- and that he would 
throw him off the court if he didn’t get off.  I said that there are two groups of people 
waiting, and both courts had been on more than an hour (Duangjai told me that it was 
clearly posted that courts are limited to one hour if people are waiting).  Buff Guy 
ignored me and was spoiling for a fight for the person who stepped on “his” court.  

I told my new acquaintance not to worry about it, that this was typical DC behavior.  It 
turns out that yes, the other people waiting for the court were indeed from out-of-town, so 
this type of rudeness was new to him. His woman friend laughed and said, “I like New 
York better.”



Of course by this time I was thinking that the uncouth young people playing doubles 
were probably regulatory attorneys or otherwise in the business of wealth redistribution
who thought that the rules only apply to other people and that what belongs to everybody 
belongs to them.  Washington DC is famous for people honking their horns at the instant 
a traffic light changes or at the drop of a hat for anything.  But these are mostly: 1) 
longtime serving bureaucrats who have worker alienation because their government 
programs don’t work and/or those they  regulate just don’t seem to follow their every 
anachronistic rule so that the only sense of control they have is when driving to and from 
work; 2) people who have made it out of DC’s welfare state-imposed poverty and are 
expressing their new found independence and SUV wealth, or ; 3) those feeling guilty 
and acting-out for their take-from-poor and give-to-the-corporate welfare state way of 
making a living, so this rudeness could be somewhat forgiven.  So when Duangjai and I 
finally made it on the courts after 90 minutes and the person I had originally asked about 
when the court would be available said, “sorry, I didn’t know the game was going to take 
so long,” I just said “don’t worry about it,” and chalked it up to cultural relativism.

So we finally got on the court and it was great to play again; the sun was coming out and 
my foot was cooperating.  Duangjai asked the other couple if they wanted to join us but 
they said they would just wait to play some singles. But after about 30 minutes they just 
left because the doubles’ court people just played on.  When the doubles court finally did 
get off Buff Guy and the two tennis women sat on the benches arguing loudly about 
something for about half of our set, I could ignore them; they bothered Duangjai.  The 
one guy who I thought might do the right thing but was caught in a group-think had left 
right away.  I lost 4-6 but played pretty well and had a great work-out in the sun. Because 
of the court delays I never did get to have lunch at Union Station but it was great to 
finally get back to New York; DC is just not much of a tennis town.


