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Bullying is a topic that seems to push everyone’s hot buttons (even President Obama recorded his own antibullying message). But while most attention centers on the damage done to kids, Lisa Scottoline, in her latest legal thriller, nimbly homes in on the ordeals inflicted on parents — of both the tormented and the tormentors.

Normally you can expect a Scottoline novel to feature strong women, usually litigators, who fight their own battles. But the heroine in “Save Me,” Rose McKenna, is an upper-middle-class “lunch mom” (and former model) who volunteers to help out at the school cafeteria, mainly to keep watch on her daughter, Melly, a third grader with a Harry Potter obsession and “a port-wine birthmark” splashed across her cheek. Melly is the target of two viper classmates, and Rose catches one of them smearing grape jelly on her face, in cruel imitation of Melly’s birthmark. When the child tearfully flees to the bathroom, Rose chastises the mean girls. Suddenly a powerful explosion goes off in the cafeteria kitchen, and Rose now faces a horrific moral choice: if she leaves the scene to rescue her daughter, she’ll have to abandon the two bullies, both helpless as “fire licked across the ceiling, superheating the air.” Rose splits the difference. She hustles the girls toward the playground, trusting them to get there on their own, and then races back for Melly, who is unconscious, but survives.

Three school employees die in the explosion, however, and Melly’s chief tormentor, Amanda Gigot, discovered inside the burning building, falls into a coma. Rose, initially hailed as a “Hero Mom,” and “multi-tasker extraordinaire” is soon accused of having deliberately ignored the other girls, perhaps in retaliation for their bullying. It may take a village to raise a child, but a small, tight community can also destroy a parent, even in Scottoline’s Reesburgh, Pa., an idyllic Philadelphia suburb of “quaint brick homes, with their Victorian porches,” renovated facades shaded by “tall, ancient trees” and fleets of S.U.V.’s and minivans.

As the TV cameras close in, local sympathy shifts to Amanda’s “hard-working single mom,” already widowed (her husband died in a forklift accident​), even after she secures a “spokesman” and threatens suit against the district, the school and the building contractor. Rose, recast as the overprotective tigress, is ostracized, besieged by hate e-mails (“All you did was save your own hide and child”) and disturbing Facebook taunts (“how do you live with yourself?”). Worse, she faces a possible murder indictment, among other ugly legal ramifications that Scottoline, a former litigator, describes in chilling “it can’t happen here” detail.

Rose’s husband, an overworked lawyer, finds her two hotshot attorneys — one to handle the criminal charges, the other civil claims​ — but their strategy is for Rose to take a pre-emptive, bullying stance against the school she loves.

Pushed around by her lawyers, who override her demurrals and duck her most urgent calls, Rose is also hounded by reporters, who dig up a damning tragedy from her past, alienating her husband, previously a paragon of understanding. “Babe, we don’t have any friends,” he bitterly declares at one point. “Nobody knows us, and what they know, they don’t like.” Rose, becoming more and more of a pariah, begins to question what it really means to belong and whom she can really trust. And in true Scottoline fashion, she not only suspects foul play, she takes matters into her own hands to ferret out the truth.

It is then that the pace of the novel speeds up, each staccato chapter adding new and unexpected turns, so many you could get whiplash just turning a page. Scottoline knows how to keep readers in her grip.

Still, there are a few bumps. It’s clear Rose feels her only recourse is to fire her lawyers, but why doesn’t she look for other, betters ones, especially since she could be facing jail time? And Scottoline, so attentive to plot, is indifferent to character. Melly’s favorite teacher, who has a high-profile secret, sits inertly on the page, more plot device than real person. Other characters exist chiefly to present Rose with exactly the information she needs just when she needs it.

But, in truth, who cares, when there is one thrill after another, particularly once the narrative moves into the legal and investigative realms where Scottoline excels? As Rose uncovers the truth behind the explosion at the school, serious matters — of greed, loyalty, motherhood, dark motive — come to the fore. Ultimately, though, Scottoline’s subject is “the most emotional of all relationships, mother and child.” And Rose discovers what we really owe our own children, other people’s children and even other parents. “Every mom is an action hero,” she concludes.

“Save Me” isn’t just about a devoted mother protecting her bullied child. It’s really about one brave and determined woman who finds the means to save ​herself.

