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Lovatt, Elizabeth, Thank You for Calling the Lesbian Line, London: Dialogue 
Books, 2025; hardback, pp. 400; RRP $49.99 AUD; ISBN 9780349704616. 

 
Elizabeth LovaĴ’s Thank You for Calling the Lesbian Line places the everyday lives of 
lesbians at the forefront of the text, highlighting the ordinary while challenging the 
status quo. Each chapter is a reflection on LovaĴ’s experiences of coming out, 
enmeshed with themes that emerged from her time delving into LGBT+ archives, 
specifically the telephone logs of a London lesbian helpline from the 1970s to 1990s.  
LovaĴ argues how the purpose and significance of these helplines – ‘to provide a space 
where women could ask questions, seek advice, and simply talk to another lesbian’ 
(65) – should not be forgoĴen, as they are still much needed today. This is exemplified 
in her use of memoir, in which she discusses realising her lesbian sexuality in her late 
twenties. The significance of the ‘queer archive’ (175) – whether scaĴered within large 
institutions, a dedicated space, or grassroots – preserves not only ‘hidden histories’ 
like the lesbian lines (19), but also the stories that few are willing to record for 
posterity. Such archival initiatives challenge the constant risk of obscuring LGBT+ 
experience from history, serving as a kind of intergenerational solidarity, providing 
the space and opportunity for such histories to be passed down and remembered over 
time. 

Throughout the book, LovaĴ emphasises the ‘messy picture’ of the lesbian 
community (then and now) and the ordinary and fallible people who are a part of it, 
not shying away from examining failures (207). She addresses the evolution of 
language itself when discussing queer history, from ‘tribades’ in the eighteenth 
century to ‘inverts’ in the early twentieth century (22), to ‘lesbian’ arguably 
encompassing ‘bisexual, pansexual, gay, transmasculine, or non-binary’ in the 1970s 
(97). Her discussion continues with the almost constant debates around running the 
helplines – including who they specifically cater to – as well as differences of 
experience along racial, class and (dis)ability lines. LovaĴ also touches on lesbian 
experiences of sexual harassment and abuse, whether within lesbian relationships or 
from callers to the lesbian lines (particularly men). 

For a debut, this book is innovative in its blending of genres, particularly that 
of creative non-fiction and fictionalised retellings for subjects which have sparse 
evidence like the telephone logbook. Each chapter is broadly organised around a 
theme and weaves one or more constructed logbook retellings with contemplations of 
LovaĴ’s personal experiences in relation to the theme, relevant popular culture 
discourse, and occasional information from interviews and historical sources. LovaĴ 
holds an MA in Creative and Critical Writing and has appeared in several magazines 
and independent, alternative presses. This background, in addition to her 2019 writer-
in-residence for Islington Pride and the ruckus! archive which was the starting point 
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for this book, demonstrates her skills in creative use of literary forms and knowledge 
of LGBT+ issues. 

Despite the book’s marketing, LovaĴ states it is not ‘a history book’ (47), with 
much of the content about lesbian lines being her own imaginings extrapolated from 
the logs. However, she argues she is not recreating them, rather retelling them ‘to 
make them into something which happens now’ (44). Although a unique approach, 
the book suffers from a lack of supportive evidence, such as in-depth interviews or 
oral histories, which could have expanded upon and provided nuance to the gaps in 
the logbook. There is brief mention of an interview – ‘a Zoom call with ten lesbians’ 
which spans ‘nearly two hours’ where she struggles to ask questions because they are 
‘talking all at once’ (46-47) – but liĴle else is shared about her methods. In the front 
maĴer, ‘A Note on the Text’, LovaĴ specifies, ‘Some of the descriptions of volunteering 
at the Lesbian Line and the calls the volunteers receive are the work of my own 
imagination’ (i). The use of ‘some’ here leaves room for ambiguity about which 
information is fabricated and which is evidence-based, while also raising concerns for 
what purpose was some of the information fabricated while others not, and calling 
into question the marketing’s emphasis on the book being ‘rigorously researched’ 
(back cover; Hudson, 2025).  

LovaĴ argues, ‘To write about the logbook will require an exchange of fact and 
fiction but also of my life and theirs, a layering of truths and could-be truths’ (43). 
However, the insistence on ‘will require’ falls flat in comparison to others in this field, 
including qualitative and archival works by Martha Vicinus, Valerie Traub, Maryanne 
Dever, and Diana Souhami to name a few. Not to mention the works of activists and 
organisers who create oral history narratives grounded in the words of those who 
experienced historically important periods or living their ordinary yet unique lives, 
such as the Southern Lesbian Feminist Activist Herstory Project. Foregrounding the 
book as not history and obscuring her research methods deeply contrasts with LovaĴ’s 
concerns about loss of knowledge of lesbian histories and the importance of the 
archival process. 

Due to the lack of clarity about how much and what kinds of research LovaĴ 
did on the London lesbian lines, the book would have benefited from a section 
explaining her methods and reasonings, providing transparency and validity in the 
information which is presented as factual or evidence based. Without context, readers 
are deprived of information LovaĴ did or did not gather to support the information 
in the logs. This is juxtaposed in a later chapter where LovaĴ discusses interviews she 
conducted with trans women, including those who worked at lesbian lines. This 
chapter – 'Trans Lesbians Exist: Get Over It’ – demonstrates a wealth of in-depth 
information gathered because she conducted one-on-one interviews, and it is a stark 
comparison to the rest of the book, which sorely lacks interpersonal, detailed, and 
experiential perspectives on the issues discussed. 

It is notable that despite discussing several interviews, LovaĴ only documents 
one of them in her reference section. Moreover, where LovaĴ does provide sources for 



Limina, Volume 31.1, 2026                Book Review 

65 
hĴp://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au                                                                                                                                                             Published by: The Limina Editorial Collective 

    This work is licensed under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND licensing arrangement 
 

her arguments, they include fiction, poetry, memoir, social media posts and websites 
(including those she acknowledges are deleted or taken down) in addition to primary 
and secondary historical materials. This highlights the risks of combining genres and 
forms, as the use of fiction as evidence for LGBT+ experiences or issues blurs the lines 
between truth and fiction. Further, it emphasises the necessity for transparency, 
particularly in the current climate of misinformation and AI fabrication. Again, this 
contrasts with LovaĴ’s warning about ‘how easily knowledge and lesbian history can 
be lost within a generation’ (42). How can we preserve what we do not know is real?  

Overall, the structure of the book is well laid out, following themes which 
affected lesbian lines in the past with issues still affecting LGBT+ communities in the 
present. Although groundbreaking in its use of multiple genres and forms, Thank You 
for Calling the Lesbian Line suffers from its (initial) inaccurate marketing. Readers 
seeking an in-depth exploration or even a primer on lesbian history, specifically the 
London lesbian lines, will be left feeling confused and underserved, as the book itself 
treats the lesbian line histories as a jumping-off point. However, those who enjoy 
creative non-fiction, fictional retellings, and memoir will find this book informative, 
endearing and useful as inspiration for their own convention-breaking work. 
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