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We estimate the deviation of the number of solutions of the
congruence

m2 − n2 ≡ c (mod q), 1 � m � M, 1 � n � N,

from its expected value on average over c = 1, . . . ,q. This estimate
is motivated by the connection, recently established by D.R. Heath-
Brown, between the distribution of solution to this congruence
and the pair correlation problem for the fractional parts of the
quadratic function αk2, k = 1,2, . . . with a real α.
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1. Introduction

For positive integers M , N and q and an arbitrary integer c, we denote

A(M, N;q, c) = #
{

1 � m � M, 1 � n � N: m2 − n2 ≡ c (mod q)
}
.

We also put A0(q, c) = A(q,q;q, c) and define

�(M, N;q, c) =
∣∣∣∣A(M, N;q, c) − MN

q2
A0(q, c)

∣∣∣∣.

It has been shown by Heath-Brown [2, Lemma 3] that the bound
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q∑
c=1

�(N, N;q, c)2 � q4/3+o(1)r3, (1)

holds for N � q2/3, where

r =
∏

p=2 or αp>1

pαp

and

q =
∏
p|q

pαp

is the prime number factorisation of q. The estimate (1) is a part of the approach of [2] to the pair
correlation problem for the fractional parts of the quadratic function αk2, k = 1,2, . . . , with a real α.

Here we use a different method that leads to an estimate which improves and generalises (1) for
most of the values of the parameters M and N . However, in the case of M , N = q2/3+o(1) , which is
apparently necessary in the applications to the pair correlation problem both bounds are of essentially
the same type (except for the extra factor of r3 in (1), which, however, is small for a “typical” q).

On the other hand, studying the distribution of solutions to the congruence m2 − n2 ≡ c (mod q),
in particular, estimating �(M, N;q, c) individually and on average, is of independent interest.

Since there does not seem to be any immediate implications of our estimate for the pair correlation
problem, we present it only in the case of odd q. For even q, one can easily obtain a similar result at
the cost of some minor technical changes.

Theorem 1. For any odd q � 1 and positive integers M, N � q, we have

q∑
c=1

�(M, N;q, c)2 � (M + N)2qo(1).

2. Preliminaries

As usual, we use ϕ(k) to denote the Euler function and τ (k) to denote the divisor function.

Lemma 2. If q is odd and gcd(c,q) = d then

A0(q, c) =
∑
f |d

f ϕ(q/ f ).

Proof. As in [2, Section 3] we note that if an odd q then A0(q, c) is equal to the number of solutions
to the congruence

uv ≡ c (mod q), 1 � u, v � q.

Now, for every divisor f |d we collect together the solutions (u, v) with gcd(u,q) = f . Writing u = f w
with 1 � w � q/ f and gcd(w,q/ f ) = 1, we see that uw ≡ c/ f (mod q/ f ). Thus, for each of the
ϕ(q/ f ) possible values for w , the corresponding value of u is uniquely defined modulo q/ f and thus
u takes f distinct values in the range 1 � u � q. �

We also need the following well-known consequence of the sieve of Eratosthenes.
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