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CRAZY GOES A LONG WAY FOR KOCH
By MIKE BERARDINO ON BASEBALL
South Florida Sun-Sentinel • Jun 22, 2004 at 12:00 am

The Toronto Blue Jays have a pitcher named Justin Miller who has

tons of tattoos. More than anyone can count.

But there's no denying which one is most distinctive. It's rectangular.

It's on his butt.

Here's what it says: "I [heart] Billy Koch."

Back when he was closing games for the Blue Jays, Koch dared

Miller to tattoo his name on his rump. A brief negotiation ensued,

and all it cost Koch was $1,500.

"Well, $1,580," the new Marlins setup man corrects. "I had to pay

for the tattoo."

Koch, 29, has done many crazy things in his time. Back in college at

Clemson, the transplanted New Yorker liked to shake things up by

taking the mound with jean shorts showing though his game pants.

Or he'd keep his wallet in his back pocket.

Once, as a freshman, after crossing up his catcher three times on the

same rainy night in Honolulu, a repentant Koch pulled out the wallet

and produced a $5 bill.

"Here, dude," Koch said to the catcher, Mike Eydenberg. "I'm

sorry."

Another time, Koch picked a rancid tomato off a Wendy's parking

lot and popped it in his mouth. He didn't swallow it. Just wanted to

torment the queasy mother of a Clemson teammate.

"Mrs. Burnham got grossed out real easy," he says.

So many stories, each told in rapid-fire fashion with a madman's

grin. But of all his freakish tales, the one Koch still enjoys the most

is the one about Miller's tattoo.

"That's the best possible story," he says. "It cannot be topped."

How long did it take Miller to agree?

"About a second and a half," Koch says. "As soon as I said $1,000,

he was in. I gave his wife $500 because she's got to look at my name

tattooed on his a-- for the rest of her life."

What made it even better was the play-by-play Miller provided for

the stunt.

"He called me like five times on the way there," Koch recalls. "It

was, 'Just got in the car. I just pulled out of my driveway and I'm on

the way there. All right, I'm halfway there. All right, I'm in the

parking at the tattoo place. All right, I'm at the tattoo place."'

Then came the capper.

"While he's getting it done, he puts the phone next to the tattoo gun

so I could hear it," says Koch, who has four tattoos of his own.

See, the Marlins haven't just fortified their flagging bullpen over the

past week. They have significantly enhanced its Wacky Factor,

always a key consideration in securing those late-game outs.

They have turned their relief corps into a sort of Jim Rose Circus,

with Koch as the ringmaster.

So, in addition to chest-thumping closer Armando Benitez and

Koch, they now have Josias Manzanillo. If you haven't caught his

act yet, you should.

Standing on the mound, he's just as likely to whack himself upside

the head with an open hand as throw a pitch toward home plate. He

does this to focus himself.

Looking in for the sign, he'll take the baseball and knock it against

his protective cup. Hard. Apparently, he just wants to make sure it's

there.

It wasn't back in 1997, when Manny Ramirez hit that smash off

Manzanillo's groin, costing him one of his testicles.

Get out of a jam, and Manzanillo won't just pump a fist. He'll race

off the field at full speed.

Lord knows what Koch will put Manzanillo up to before this season

ends.

"I like to pay guys to do stupid things," Koch says.

Two years ago, when he was nailing down 44 saves for Oakland, he

convinced a strait-laced A's reliever named Micah Bowie to swim

across a canal beside their Kansas City hotel. All it took was a $500

sweetener.

"The bullpen had gone out to dinner," Koch says with a fiendish

grin. "We'd just gotten off the plane. Had our nice clothes on.

Slacks, jacket, everything."

No wonder Don Cooper, Koch's former pitching coach with the

White Sox, once said the best way to treat him is "like an escaped

mental patient." Understand, this is a man who once drank water out

of a fishbowl.

"We were at a party in college, and someone had a goldfish bowl

sitting on a shelf," Koch says. "I was like, 'I'm going to eat that

goldfish.' They were like, 'You won't do it.' So I grabbed the goldfish

out of there, put it in my mouth. Had its tail flopping around out of

my mouth."

Attention PETA activists: Koch eventually released the goldfish. But

the aftertaste was so rank ...

"I drank about three swigs of the goldfish bowl water," he says. "Not

very good."

None of this is meant to alarm Billy the Marlin or any weak-

stomached Marlins fans. It just illustrates Koch's healthy philosophy

when it comes to a game that can drive you completely crazy if you

aren't just a little crazy to begin with.

"You can't play this game uptight," Koch says. "I think if you're

loose or joking around, as long as you know when it's time to go to

business, you're going to play better. Stress is only what you put on

yourself."

He has only been a Marlin for a few days, but already the wheels are

whirring inside his demented mind. After winning 200 bucks from a

couple of White Sox teammates who bet him he wouldn't be traded

by the All-Star break, Koch has some extra cash burning a hole in

his pocket.

Any ideas, Billy?

"Oh, I don't know," he says, crooking an eyebrow and casing the

clubhouse. "Maybe I can get A.J. [Burnett] to tattoo 'I love Billy

Koch' on his a--."

Mike Berardino can be reached at mberardino@sun-sentinel.com.
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