
Synopsis: The Great Leap
Content Warning: Discussion and depiction of racism, racial slurs, protests, and police violence

ACT ONE
Beijing, 1971 – a grainy, black and white image shows two basketball coaches shaking
hands. A voice says that it takes eighteen years to replace every cell in your body, and
that you have that long to decide who you want to be; another voice responds that they
want to be a completely different person.

Eighteen years later – San Francisco, 1989. Manford, a 17-year-old Chinese-American
about to graduate high school, is trying to convince Coach Saul, of the University of San
Francisco, to allow him onto the team as point guard. USF’s team is about to play a
friendship game at Beijing University in China, where Saul once visited as a coach. Saul
is wary of Manford, who came from a funeral and snuck into his practice via the players’
entrance, accidentally injuring his starting point guard. Manford, however, tells Saul that



he has beaten all of his players during summer pickup games in Chinatown, and profiles
each player’s weaknesses. The team is struggling, so though Manford is “too short” to
play basketball and struggles to make the plays that matter, Saul agrees to give him a
chance if he can shoot 100 free throws without missing.

Back in 1971, Beijing coach Wen Chang writes a letter, recounting his experience
spending time with Saul. Basketball, he explains, was the only Western sport not
prohibited by the Communist Party, and when China opened its borders to the West,
they relocated him from rehabilitative labor to coach a national team. The Party
recruited the foulmouthed Saul to coach Wen Chang in turn. Saul instructed him on how
to craft a successful team, how to train them, and the ins and outs of basketball
etiquette. At the end of their partnership, they agreed to meet again for a proper
matchup in eighteen years, and the photo seen at the opening of the show was taken.

In the present day, Manford’s cousin Connie interrupts his practice at an outdoor court in
Chinatown. He is glum about his future – as he reveals, he made the first ninety-nine
shots Saul requested, but missed the final one. We also learn that the funeral was for
his mother, from whom he was very distant; she did not speak English, and he did not
speak Chinese. Connie mentions the impressive height of the players at Beijing
University, and Manford has an epiphany: Saul does not know the stature of the players
he is up against. Thanking Connie, he runs off.

Manford shows up at Saul’s apartment and asks for a second chance. Saul redirects the
conversation – his daughter, who lives on the East Coast with his ex-wife, is about to
call, and he needs to answer. Manford successfully diverts his attention by blurting out
that Beijing’s players are seven feet tall, and asks again for a chance to play on the
team. He tells Saul that he knows he used to start as USF’s point guard, until he was
injured his senior year. Saul finally relents, telling Manford that if he can graduate on
time, he will consider letting him join. In another letter from 1971, Wen Chang recalls an
exhibition game, in which a beautiful, tall woman sat across the stadium from him. This
woman had come to every one of the team’s practices, and Saul tried to convince Wen
Chang to talk to her. He tried to explain that he can only do what the Party allows him to
do, but spurred on by Saul, he got up and approached her.

Connie confronts Manford about skipping school; he’s been cutting class for several
weeks, and his counselor warned Connie that if he misses another day he won’t
graduate on time. Finally Manford tells her the truth, but Connie begs him not to go to

the game due to the student protests happening in China. He hands her the newspaper,
telling her the photo of the handshake is the reason he wants to go.

2



While on the phone with his ex-wife in his office, Saul is interrupted by Connie. She tells
him that Manford forged his permission slip and cannot go to China; Saul begrudgingly
admits that the team needs him. Connie warns that both on and off the court, Manford
doesn’t know when to stop, and tells Saul that he needs to convince her that he actually
cares about his players. He does, and satisfied, Connie gives him a list of contacts at
the American embassy and tells him to call as soon as they land. Back at home, she
tells Manford that she lied to the school counselor and got permission for him to
complete makeup finals when he comes home. As Manford boards the plane, Saul
promises Connie that he will keep him safe.

ACT TWO
On a bus in Beijing, Saul relays a message to his team from the Chinese government:
Deng Xiao Ping, chairman of the Communist Party, will be in attendance at the game.
They are not to mention the protests or the Party’s retaliation to the American press.
Then he realizes that Manford is missing.

In Tiananmen Square, Manford has gotten lost. He accidentally starts a chant of
“U.S.A.” while trying to find someone who speaks English; at the same time, Wen
Chang receives a fax printout that sparks a realization. Later, Manford calls Connie and
tells her that the student protests have become peaceful. Connie asks him if he has
been going into the Square; he admits that he has, but insists it’s no longer dangerous.
Connie reveals that his mother was once a radical student protestor, and she was
forced to flee the country because of her participation. She continues on, saying that
Manford’s mother had been through so much that she struggled to love him, but that
Connie saw her try her best. She asks Manford not to go back to the Square.

Wen Chang and Saul meet in his apartment overlooking the Square, and Wen Chang
tells him that Manford cannot play in the game. Initially he claims the government did
not receive his documentation on time, but when Saul resists, he shows him the fax
printout: a photo of Manford in his jersey, in Tiananmen Square. There are similar
photos from every night since they landed in Beijing. Wen Chang says the decision is
up to Saul, but tells him to consider both Manford’s safety and the team’s as a whole.

Much later that night, Saul breaks the news to a distraught Manford. Saul shows him a
homemade poster from the protests, complete with Manford’s picture. Manford doubles
down on his attempts to change Saul’s mind, leading Saul to reveal the story behind his

career-ending injury: he had rolled his ankle in practice, but insisted on playing anyway
because a scout was watching, causing catastrophic damage to his ankle. He also tells
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Manford that he had a second chance with his family, but he was too focused on
basketball to take it and warns him not to make the same mistake.

Manford violates curfew to break into Wen Chang’s apartment early the next morning.
Wen Chang asks if Manford’s mother sent him, and Manford hands him the newspaper
containing her obituary. He tells Wen Chang that he found the picture – of him and Saul
shaking hands – in his mother’s dresser drawer when he was eight, and then saw it
again in the paper advertising the game. Wen Chang tells him that they met in English
classes, but that she always skipped to play basketball. Manford asks him to let him
play, telling Wen Chang that he spoke with former players in Tiananmen Square while
looking for him; Wen Chang responds that he does not understand the severity of the
situation. Manford asks him to admit that he is Wen Chang’s son; when he will not, he
leaves.

In another flashback letter, Wen Chang writes that Manford’s mother knew she was
going to be relocated. She told Wen Chang that she was pregnant and planning to go to
the United States, and asked him to come with her. He wanted to, but did not, and after
she escaped in 1971 he never heard from her again. The Party held him responsible for
her absence, meaning that he was denied a visa every time he applied. Back in the
present day, on the phone with Connie, Manford begs her to help him find a way to warn
the student protestors that the army is coming back to Tiananmen – while the news
crews will all be at the basketball game. He tells her that he got banned from the game,
but as she is talking, he has an epiphany. Manford apologizes for what he’s about to do
and hangs up.

On the day of the game, Saul and Wen Chang prepare for the game. As Beijing
slaughters USF on the court, Manford leads the students towards the arena. Right after
halftime they burst through the players’ entrance and into the game, all in protest garb,
filling the empty American stands. Manford approaches Saul and tells him to put him in
the game; after an intense back-and-forth, Saul finally agrees. Wen Chang watches
Manford play, reminded of his mother, and the students begin to cheer for Manford in
Chinese as he leads a comeback. Wen Chang instructs his players to target Manford,
as he receives a note from the Party officials telling him to end the game.

With three seconds left, Manford takes a ball to the face as he’s about to make the
winning shot, but wants to finish the game anyway. The referee calls a foul, and
Manford is awarded three free throws. He makes the first shot to tie the game, but
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intentionally misses the second, worried about what will happen to Wen Chang if his
team loses. Wen Chang realizes what is happening; he calls a time out, goes to
Manford, and hugs him, telling him to take his shot.

In a final letter, Wen Chang writes that the Party is working their way toward him. He
reflects on his self-preserving loyalty to them, the thing he was once most proud of, and
tells Manford that he loved both the game and him. He dresses for the day, leaves his
apartment, and takes his stand for the first time in eighteen years – in front of a tank in
Tiananmen Square.
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