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Mark, T1b means your tumor was between 4 and 7cm and completely inside the kidney. (To translate, 4cm is 1.6 inches, a little more than one and a half inches; 7cm is 2.8 inches, a bit more than two and three-quarter inches.) A T1a tumor would be less than 4cm. Higher numbers are worse, so you were fortunate here.

The NX part means no lymph nodes were removed to be examined, so the pathologist does not know anything about whether there was cancer in your lymph nodes. Usually if your surgeon didn't take any lymph nodes, it means nothing looked cancerous (and often the nodes and tissues are also felt to gauge whether there is any lumpiness or anything that shouldn't be there). Ask for the surgeon's report and you can find out more about what was seen and done.

Normally the AJCC staging system also has an M to describe whether or not you have distant metastases. That was left out because the pathologist who looks at your tumor doesn't know whether you have any metastases. The pathologist could have put MX -- no knowledge about metastases. If it was M0, it would mean the pathologist was told you have no visible metastases. The bad one is M1, which means the cancer has spread. The TNM scale only goes to M1 because at that point, the patient is has Stage IV cancer. There is nothing higher than Stage IV, no matter how many metastases the patient has. Nonetheless, fewer is better than many.

Your pathology report should say whether you have clear cell carcinoma, papillary (chromophil), chromophobe, or mixed. If there was any sarcomatoid appearance to the cells (spindle shaped), the report should specify what percentage looked like that. Sarcomatoid appearance can mean a more aggressive cancer (more likely to come back).

Grade 3 refers to the Fuhrman grade which tells how much the nuclei of the cancer cells is mutated or different looking from the nucleus of a normal cell. Grade 1 means not much difference; the nuclei look nearly normal. Grade 4 means a lot of mutation and abnormality. The higher grades tend to be more aggressive. However, the Fuhrman grade really only applies to clear cell RCC. You can't tell much about papillary or chromophobe from the grade.

Now, about the Stage 4 kidney disease, I think you must mean Stage IV kidney cancer. If you had Stage 4 kidney disease, your remaining kidney would be working very poorly, you'd immediately be put on a special diet, and you would be preparing for kidney dialysis. Since you didn't mention any of that, I suspect you have a metastasis somewhere and have Stage IV kidney cancer. Fortunately, there is hope for Stage IV RCC. It is possible to be at Stage IV for years or even to be completely free of cancer again. If you are Stage IV, you need a really good oncologist, either one who specializes in kidney cancer or one who is willing to consult with an expert and learn. If your oncologist has a God complex, you need to find someone else FAST.

Anyone who wants to know more about the TNM staging system can read about it at
http://www.cancer.net/cancer-types/kidney-cancer/staging-illustrations
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