Glenbard West sophomore Mackenzie O’Keefe has entered this gymnastics season with several new tricks.

One of them is a Yurchenko layout vault after working on them during the summer in the landing pit at Palmer’s Gymnastics in Bloomingdale.

“I had one when I was in eighth grade. I just did a Yurchenko tuck (then),” O’Keefe said. “The day before our first meet (Nov. 20), that was the first time I flipped (the layout) on the real vault.”

Already, O’Keefe is on her way to perfecting it. On Saturday, she scored a 9.5 to finish third on the event in a talented field at the 34th annual Conant Invitational in Hoffman Estates.    

For the second year in a row, Glenbard West (107.355 points) earned a team plaque by finishing a strong third in the 10-team field to three-time defending state champion Carmel (110.35) and Lake Forest (109.575), fifth at state in 2012. Wheaton Warrenville co-op (102.75) was fourth. 

O’Keefe also was third in all-around (36.655) and the uneven parallel bars (9.2) behind Carmel or Lake Forest standouts. The only gymnasts to beat her on vault were Carmel seniors Lauren Feely (9.75) and Sarah Cohen-Smith (9.55). 

Cohen-Smith is the defending state vault champion and Feely finished third.  Feely also is the two-time defending state champion on balance beam. 

“I had a good warmup so I was pretty confident and then I just went and did it and I was pleased,” O’Keefe said. “We did well (as a team). I’d say we worked so hard for this meet and it paid off. We were third, which is fantastic.”

At the invite, teams only had four entries per event with the top three scores going toward the team total. In most meets, teams have five entries with the top four scores counting. If all four scores had counted Saturday, the Hilltoppers would have finished second (139.205) to Carmel (143.075), although Lake Forest (132.225) only used three vaulters.

The Hilltoppers were coming off a season-high score three days earlier in a 143.65 to 129.65 home dual victory over Oak Park-River Forest. 

On Saturday, they competed with four all-arounders – O’Keefe, freshman Amber Broucek (7th, 35.50), senior Abbie Garchitorena (9th, 34.80) and freshman Sarah DeStefano (tied for 16th, 32.25). All of them contributed top-10 finishes and to an invite-best 26.70 team score on uneven bars.

“Going against some quality competition in Lake Forest and Carmel, I think all of them really held their own against two state teams from the last two years,” Glenbard West coach Carlos Fuentes said. 

“It’s interesting to see how your athletes will react when they’re going against other strong competition, and I felt like they held their own so you can’t ask for much more than that. Experience is the only thing I can’t teach in the gym. It only comes from actually competing.” 

O’Keefe, a state qualifier last year in all-around, uneven bars and beam, put herself among several of the state’s elite Saturday.

In all-around, she finished behind Feely (38.70), fifth at state last year, and 1.095 behind Lake Forest junior Brittany Moccia (37.75). O’Keefe also was third to Feely (9.6) and Moccia (9.4) on uneven bars, eighth on beam (9.055) and 11th on floor (8.9).

“I fell on beam, which was a letdown, but otherwise I was happy,” O’Keefe said. “I could have stayed a little tighter (on uneven bars) but altogether it was pretty good. I tripped a bit on a tumbling pass (on floor), but otherwise it was good.” 

Perhaps the best news is O’Keefe continues to be making progress from an ankle injury suffered on the vault springboard in the season opener. That’s added a bit of stress to the numerous skills she’s added on every event.

“She has a tough task,” Fuentes said. “She’s been doing (the Yurchenko layout) all summer, but when you transfer from soft surface to hard surface landings, which is what you have to do in competition, it’s never easy to get accustomed to how hard the floor is and how much speed and power you have to drive your ankles. I think just with more time she’ll get more comfortable.” 

The Hilltoppers excelled on uneven bars with O’Keefe, Broucek (6th, 8.95), DeStefano (10th, 8.55). On beam, the Hilltoppers counted just one fall with Broucek (9.2), O’Keefe and Garchitorena (9.05) taking seventh through ninth. 

Broucek’s scores on beam and uneven bars were season bests. Garchitorena also tied for 14th on vault (9.0) and was 17th on floor (8.6) and 19th on uneven bars (8.15). Broucek also tied for 17th on vault (8.9) and tied for 19th on floor (8.45).

Last season, O’Keefe could not compete at the Conant Invite as a freshman because of an injury.

“For Sarah and Amber, this was their first invitational. To go out and experience the whole thing with nine other teams is different. Just doing that alone, I thought they came in and did a nice job,” Fuentes said. 

DeStefano was a late addition on uneven bars because junior Maggie Phillips suffered a minor foot injury during warmups.

“(DeStefano) did one warmup real quick and then was able to go in and did a nice bars routine,” Fuentes said. “Even just to see a young athlete, a freshman, step up, respond when the team needed her was great to see.” 

The Hilltoppers get tested again Wednesday when they visit West Suburban Conference Silver Division rival Lyons Township, which has posted the state’s highest score so far with a 149.00 Dec. 6.
